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Course title: Child Welfare System 

Course #/term: 627, Winter, 2021 

Time and Place  Wednesdays, 9 to 12, remote https://umich.zoom.us/j/9743332470 

Credit hours: 1 

  

Instructor: Joe Ryan 

Pronouns: He/him/his 

Contact info: Email: joryan@umich.edu 
   

Phone: 734.763.6580 

 

Office: SSW 2704 

Office hours: Call or Email, we can set up a time that works for your schedule 

 

Course Statement  

This course will focus on the evolution and development of child protection in the United States. 

The goal of the course is to provide students with an understanding of how state governments 

think about the adequacy/appropriateness of parenting, the safety of children, when and how 

child protection agencies get involved with families and what the evidence says about such 

involvement. We will discuss the origins and implementation of major child welfare policies and 

we will review practice innovations and some of the most pressing challenges facing child 

welfare systems today. A common theme throughout the course will be the intersection of child 

welfare and poverty, race, gender, identity and trauma. The course will cover policies and 

practices from both micro and macro perspectives and students will learn how child welfare 

systems collaborate (or at times fail to collaborate) with other allied systems of care (e.g. 

community mental health, juvenile justice, substance abuse). 
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Course Objectives 

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

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

racism, disadvantage and discrimination.  

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

with children and families. 

 Conceptualize and describe issues and interventions in child welfare problems from 

direct practice, community, administrative and policy perspectives. 

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

maltreatment and child welfare issues, policies and programs.   

 Demonstrate knowledge about the relationship of child maltreatment and child welfare to 

other social problems. 

 Demonstrate and understanding of child welfare from various stakeholder perspectives. 

 

Course Competencies  

 Demonstrate ethical and professional behavior 

 Understand diversity and difference in practice 

 Understand how to engage in practice informed research and research informed practice 

 Understand how to engage in policy practice 

 Evaluate practice with individuals, families, groups, organizations and communities 

 

Course Design 

This course will make use of remote lectures, discussion, small group breakout rooms, student 

presentations and written reflections.  Guest speakers from relevant disciplines and perspectives 

will join us for several classes.    

 

Focus on PODS 

Privilege, Oppression, Diversity and Social Justice (PODS) & Affirmative Action 

Every aspect of the School's educational program is conducted without discrimination on the 

basis of the following diversity dimensions: ability, age, class, color, culture, ethnicity, family 

structure, gender (including gender identity and gender expression), marital status, national 

origin, race, religion, sex, and sexual orientation. The School's goal is that every student will be 

exposed and encouraged to become competent with regard to privilege, oppression, diversity, 

and social justice (PODS). These competencies are very interrelated and represent 

multidimensional matrices.  Issues related to PODS and child welfare will be discussed and 

debated throughout the course.    
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Class Requirements  

 
 

There are two readings assigned for each week of class.  All reading materials can be found on 

Canvas.  Each week’s reading assignments are in a separate folder, which is marked by session 

number (e.g. week 2, week 3, etc).  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.   

  

 

Date/Time Agenda Required Readings & 

Assignments 

Week 1 

 

Introductions 

Pop Quiz! 

Overview System 

Video on Disproportionality Reflection 

Watch and Reflect 

 

https://www.youtube.com/wat

ch?v=3JdwDFgZkpk 

Week 2 

 

Racial Disproportionality 

Racial Disparities 

Investigations 

Chapter 2 

Dettlaff (2021) article 

Week 3 Controversial Issues 

Termination of Parental Rights 

Foster Care 

Chapter 5 

Barth (2021) article  

Week 4 Aging out of Care 

Adoptions 

Policy Development 

Steinberg Chapter 

Courtney Article 

Week 5 Child Welfare and Allied Systems of Care Select and review two 

readings related to your final 

paper topic 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3JdwDFgZkpk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3JdwDFgZkpk
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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 

(breakout groups) 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 any reason, please reach out to me so we can explore options.  20 points.   

 

Court Observations: This assignment requires students to attend and observe one family court 

(child welfare related) hearing.  During this observation, you should consider the following 

questions: What might it feel like to be in court as a parent, a child, a judge and a caseworker?  

Does it seem like the child/family know what is happening?  What did you think worked well in 

terms of the judiciary?  What would you change?  Are circumstances and proceedings easy to 

understand?  Did everyone get an opportunity to talk/participate?  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 (1 page max) and be 

prepared to share your observations with the class.  15 points.         

 

Weekly Reading Reflections: Students are required to develop a weekly response (one page) to 

the readings.  This is not a summary of the readings (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 are required to end your reflection with at least two questions you 

would like us to explore/address in class.  Post on canvas (in assignment folder) by midnight on 

the Tuesday night before class.  Five reflections, four points each, for a total of 20 points.   

 

Final Research Brief: This is an individual paper on a topic of your choosing – but of course 

related to child welfare.  You will be provided with time in class to identify and read 

articles/chapters.  Each week you will report the materials you located for this final assignment.  

Examples of topics include the following: The use of residential and congregate care facilities, 

Racial disproportionality in the child welfare system, Poverty and child neglect, The transition to 

adulthood for young people in foster care, The use (perhaps overuse) of medication in foster 

care, Substance abuse and child welfare, The recognition of trauma and child well-being in child 

welfare. 25 points   
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Grading: 

Final grades are based on 80 total points.  Letter grades will be assigned to percentage totals 

according to the following: 

  

98-100 A+   78-

80 

C

+ 

94-97 A 74-

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 

 

  

Remote Learning and Other Important Issues 

COVID-19 is still with us – and I recognize that one of us may become ill, need to take care of 

someone who is ill, or be emotionally affected because of the effect of this pandemic on their 

loved ones. And with our class being conducted online, I also anticipate that some of you will 

sometimes have technical difficulties with your equipment or internet connectivity. For all of 

these reasons, this year more than ever it is important that you keep the lines of communication 

open about your circumstances, whatever they are, so that I can (a) help you as best I can, and (b) 

prepare accordingly so our class sessions can run smoothly. This course is meant to challenge 

and motivate you, not to stress you out or add too much to your plate during times of intense 

emotional strain. If you are facing difficult circumstances and need to opt out of participating in 

a class session, let me know. If you know that you will not be able to join us for an online class 

session, please tell me that, too.  

 

Zoom Stuff: The biggest potential drawback to remote learning is that it can inhibit student 

engagement and participation. This semester, I want to combat this by creating a welcoming and 

inclusive virtual learning community, which requires each of us to be actively engaged in each 

class. To do so, I ask that you adhere to the following guidelines during class: - Display your full 
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name on your screen - Please turn on your video during class if you are comfortable doing so. 

(Pick a virtual background if you’d like, as long as it’s not distracting.) Turning on your video 

helps build community and encourages engagement. If you choose to turn your video off during 

a specific class, or for a particular portion of a class, you don’t need to explain why your video is 

off. But please let me know if you are uncomfortable turning on your video at all. Creating a safe 

and welcoming learning environment is one of my top priorities.   

 

Other remote issues: Please close out of all other programs, apps, etc. on your computer so that 

you are not distracted. - Keep your microphone muted when you aren’t speaking to the class or 

in a breakout room. - Please don’t stress if a pet or a kid wanders across your screen. One of 

mine will likely do so several times a class. Introduce them if you want, I might do the same.  

During class, feel free to use the chat function to comment on the discussion, raise questions, etc. 

If you have a question, feel free to use the “raise hand” feature on Zoom, physically raise your 

hand, or simply interject when there is a pause. - There may be times in which your technology 

fails you or other circumstances impair participation. Don’t stress about it. Just do your best; and 

please let me know if there are ways we can make things easier for you. I believe that building 

community is critical to the learning experience. As such, I will take time each class to get to 

know one another. We might begin class with a short icebreaker. During class, we’ll be doing a 

lot of small group work using breakout rooms. Please call me by my first name! At the beginning 

of the course, you will have the opportunity to share your preferred name and pronouns.  

 

Discourse: We will discuss and debate various issues as they relate to parenting, state monitoring 

of children, CPS and of course the decision to remove or return a child to the biological parents. 

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. 
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School of Social Work Required Statements 

COVID-19 Statement  

For the safety of all students, faculty, and staff on campus, it is important for each of us to be 

mindful of safety measures that have been put in place for our protection. By returning to 

campus, you have acknowledged your responsibility for protecting the collective health of our 

community.  Your participation in this course on an in-person/hybrid basis is conditional upon 

your adherence to all safety measures mandated by the state of Michigan and the University, 

including maintaining physical distancing of six feet from others, and properly wearing a face 

covering in class.  Other applicable safety measures may be described in the Wolverine Culture 

of Care and the University’s Face Covering Policy for COVID-19.  Your ability to participate in 

this course in-person/hybrid may be impacted by failure to comply with campus safety 

measures.  Individuals seeking to request an accommodation related to the face covering 

requirement under the Americans with Disabilities Act should contact the Office for Institutional 

Equity.  If you are unable or unwilling to adhere to these safety measures while in a face-to-face 

class setting, you will be required to participate on a remote basis.  I also encourage you to 

review the Statement of Student Rights and Responsibilities and the COVID-related Addendum 

to the Statement of Student Rights and Responsibilities. 

Health-Related Class Absences 

Please evaluate your own health status regularly and refrain from attending class and coming to 

campus if you are ill. You are encouraged to seek appropriate medical attention for 

treatment.  School of Social Work students who miss class due to illness of any kind will be 

given opportunities to access course materials online or provided with alternative learning 

opportunities. Please notify me by email about your absence as soon as practical, so that I can 

make accommodations.  Please note that documentation (a doctor’s note) for medical excuses is 

not required. 

 

https://campusblueprint.umich.edu/uploads/Wolverine_Culture_of_Care%20sign_8.5x11_UPDATED_071520.pdf
https://campusblueprint.umich.edu/uploads/Wolverine_Culture_of_Care%20sign_8.5x11_UPDATED_071520.pdf
http://ehs.umich.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/U-M-Face-Covering-Policy-for-COVID-19.pdf
https://oie.umich.edu/american-with-disabilities-act-ada/
https://oie.umich.edu/american-with-disabilities-act-ada/
https://oscr.umich.edu/statement#1
https://oscr.umich.edu/sites/oscr.umich.edu/files/2020_statement_addendum_final_approved.pdf
https://oscr.umich.edu/sites/oscr.umich.edu/files/2020_statement_addendum_final_approved.pdf

