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Course title:   Ethics, Religion and Poverty 
Course #/term:  SSW 796, 003, Winter, 2020 
Time and place:  Tuesday, 5-8 p.m., B684 SSWB 
Credit hours:  1 
Prerequisites:  None 
Instructor:   Trevor Bechtel 
Pronouns:  he, him, his 
Contact info:   Email: betrevor@umich.edu Phone: 734-615-0216 

You may expect a response within 12 hours or less if you email during business hours 
Office:   Weill Hall 5115 
Office hours:             SSWB, Tuesdays 4-5 
                                   Weill 5115, By appointment MT 10-3, WTh 10-5 

 

1. Course Statement 
 

 
a. Course description 
This course presents advanced topics in both micro and macro social work practice.  The topics may 
include emerging cross-cutting practice methods, advanced application of methods covered in other 
required methods courses, and applications of methods in specific populations. 
 
b. Course content 
Poverty and wealth have long been a concern of the world’s religions, and challenging question for 
ethicists. This course examines the shape that this concern takes in a variety of religious traditions 
and ethical systems throughout history and in the present day. We will examine questions such as: 
What is the responsibility of the individual, the community, or of society to care for the poor? Is the 
presence of poverty a threat to justice? How does a person’s belief shape their approach to these 
questions or to the presence of poverty in their community or in the world? What do religious and 
ethical value systems add to the work of ending poverty? 
 
c. Course goals 

Specific student learning goals are to: 

● gain a basic understanding of major world religions and ethical systems and an understanding of 
poverty and the poor in these systems.  

● explore differences between normative and descriptive ways of thinking  
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● practice communicating ideas about poverty, ethics and religion through course discussions and 
assignments 

● develop critical thinking, presentation and writing skills  
 

d. Course objectives and competencies 

Specific course objectives and competencies include: 

● Competency 1: Demonstrate Ethical and Professional Behavior 
○ make ethical decisions by applying the standards of the NASW Code of Ethics, relevant 

laws and regulations, models for ethical decision-making, ethical conduct of research, 
and additional codes of ethics as appropriate to context;  

○ use reflection and self-regulation to manage personal values and maintain 
professionalism in practice situations;  

○ demonstrate professional demeanor in behavior; appearance; and oral, written, and 
electronic communication;  

● Competency 2: Engage Diversity and Difference in Practice 
○ apply and communicate understanding of the importance of diversity and difference in 

shaping life experiences in practice at the micro, mezzo, and macro levels;  
○ present themselves as learners and engage clients and constituencies as experts of their 

own experiences; and  
○ apply self-awareness and self-regulation to manage the influence of personal biases and 

values in working with diverse clients and constituencies. 
● Competency 3: Advance Human Rights and Social, Economic, and Environmental Justice 

○ apply their understanding of social, economic, and environmental justice to advocate for 
human rights at the individual and system levels; and  

○ engage in practices that advance social, economic, and environmental justice. 
● Competency 6: Engage with Individuals, Families, Groups, Organizations, and Communities  

○ apply knowledge of human behavior and the social environment, person-in-environment, 
and other multidisciplinary theoretical frameworks to engage with clients and 
constituencies; and  

○ use empathy, reflection, and interpersonal skills to effectively engage diverse clients and 
constituencies 

 
e. Course design 

This course utilizes a flipped classroom design where students will shape the readings and interaction, 
presenting material in the course to initiate classroom discussion. Lectures will provide an overview of the 
course content and some in depth examples. Student assignments will supplement and augment these 
lectures contributing to the overall course design.  

f. Relationship to social work ethics and values  

This course utilizes the NASW Code of Ethics in the final session and explore value questions 
throughout.  
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2. Class Requirements  

 

a. Text and class materials 
There is a good recommended text for the Religion and Poverty part of this study: 
 
Poverty and the Poor in the World’s Religious Traditions: Religious Responses to the Problem of 
Poverty. Brackney and Das, eds., Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2019. 
 
Other readings will be available on Canvas as chosen both by the professor and the students. They 
will be posted as available and will generally be short background readings or small selections from 
sacred texts.  

b. Class schedule 

Date/Time Agenda Required Readings & 
Assignments 

Week 1 
January 14, 2020 

Lesson 1: Introduction 
Definitions 
Disciplinary Overview 

Syllabus 
Poverty is a story about us, 
not them.  

Week 2 
January 21, 2020 

Lesson 2: Mosaic Religions 
Judaism 
Christianity  
Islam 

 
The Jubilee Law 
The Beatitudes 
Al-Baqarah 

Week 3 
January 28, 2020 

Lesson 3: Dharmic Religions 
Hinduism 
Buddhism 

The Discourse (containing) 
a Lion’s Roar on the 
Wheel-Turning King 

Week 4 
February 4, 2020 

Lesson 4: Contextual Religions 
Indigenous Religions  
Confucianism 

Poverty and the Poor in 
North American Indigenous 
Traditions 

Week 5 
February 11, 2020 

Lesson 5: Ethics 
Utilitarianism 
Duty 
Narrative 

A Philosophical Review Of 
Poverty  
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c. Assignments 

 

Assignment Due date Percent of 
overall 
grade 

Word Assignment January 18 - February 8 
 
Present in class on a religiously meaningful or 
ethically significant word chosen in 
consultation with the professor. The 
presentation should be approximately 5 
minutes long.  
 
Assignment should be emailed to 
betrevor@umich.edu at least 3 days before 
the class in which the presentation will occur.  

20% 

Question 
Assignment 

January 18 - February 8 
 
In no less than 150 words, ask a question 
about an aspect of a religious or ethical 
system’s approach to poverty and steward a 
class discussion of approximately 5 minutes 
on the topic of the question. These can be in 
response to previous classes. 
 
Assignment should be emailed to 
betrevor@umich.edu at least 3 days before 
the class in which the presentation will occur.  

20% 

Final Paper February 25th  
 
In a final paper summarize at least three 
interesting aspects of the class lectures and 
discussion and offer at least two normative 
and two descriptive analyses.  

40% 
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d. Attendance and class participation 
All students are expected to attend all class sessions. Students may be excused from one class session 
and are expected to learn the material by consulting with a classmate to gain class notes. Attendance is 
worth 20% of the final grade and expects active participation and presence. 

  
e. Grading 
The Word and Question Assignment can not be handed in late.  
Final Papers handed in after the 25th are subject to a 10% penalty per day.  

Letter grades will be assigned as follows:  

A 93-100% 
A- 90-92.9% 
B+ 87-89.9% 
B 83-86.9%  
B- 80-82.9%  
C+ 77-79.9%  
C 73-76.9%  
C- 70-72.9%  

 
 

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 


