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FOUNDATIONS OF SOCIAL JUSTICE: 

VALUES, DIVERSITY, POWER & OPPRESSION 

I. Course Description   

This course is based the following assumptions: 1) membership in a population-at-risk 

group (e.g., people of color, women, gay and lesbian persons) significantly influences an 

individual’s life experiences, world view, and increases risk factors for exposure to 

discrimination, economic deprivation, and oppression; 2) professional social work ethics 

and values demand culturally competent practice; 3) it is necessary for students to learn 

to apply social justice approaches to influence assessment, planning, access to resources, 

intervention, and research; and 4) professionals and programs have strategies to critically 

analyze distributive justice, human and civil rights, and global interconnections of 

oppression. There is an emphasis in this course on the impact of discrimination and 

oppression by individuals and society on people of culturally diverse backgrounds and 

orientations. 

II. Course Objectives 

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

1.	 Critique and apply culturally competent and social justice approaches to influence 

assessment, planning, access of resources, intervention, and research; 

2.	 Demonstrate familiarity with the history and heritage of population-at-risk groups, 

including women and culturally diverse populations, globally as well as those 

prevalent in the southwestern region of the United States; 

3.	 Understand the social construction of race and ethnicity, gender, and sexual 

orientation; 

4.	 Examine the personal and professional use of self in ethical, culturally competent, and 

socially just social work practices; and, 
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5.	 Assess the impact of discrimination (e.g., racism, sexism, homophobia), and 

oppression on public policy, institutional structure, service delivery, and one’s own 

role in promoting social and economic justice. 

III. TEACHING METHODS 

The content of this course has the potential to be emotionally-charged.  Guidelines will 

be established collaboratively by students and the instructor to create a respectful, safe 

and challenging learning environment. The instructor has the ultimate responsibility to 

manage differences and conflict that arise in the course. The instructor will incorporate a 

variety of teaching methods, including readings, lectures, discussions, audiovisual 

materials, guest speakers, small group activities, experiential learning exercises and 

student presentations.   A variety of populations-at-risk groups will also be used to 

critically examine a social justice framework, with emphasis on values, diversity, power 

and oppression. 

IV. REQUIRED AND RECOMMENDED TEXTS, AND MATERIALS 

Johnson, A. G. (2001). Privilege, power, and difference.  New York, NY:  McGraw-

Hill. 

Adams, M., Blumenfeld, W. J., Castaneda, R., Hackman, H. W., Peters, M. L., & Zúñiga, 

X. (2000). Readings for diversity and social justice.  New York, NY: Routledge. 

Required journal articles and book chapter excerpts listed in “Text/Readings” under the 

course schedule (section VII of the syllabus). 

The recommended reference list at the end of your syllabus provides examples of 

readings focusing on populations-at-risk to consider in completing course assignments. 

The following selected readings will also be placed on reserve in the Learning Resource 

Center (LRC) (Social Work building, 1st Floor). These will be particularly useful for the 

Ethnic Roots and the Immersion Assignments. 

The following chapters are taken from the books and : 

(1) Ethnicity and Family Therapy by Monica McGoldrick, John Pearce, and Joseph 

Giordano (2001), The Guilford Press, New York; and  

(2) Galens, J., Sheets, A., & Young, R. V. (1995).	 Encyclopedia of multicultural 

America, vols. 1 and 2.  Detroit, MI:  Gale Research 

Ch 12 German Families, Ch 13 Greek Families, Ch 14 Iranian Families, Ch.15 Irish 

Families, Ch 16 Italian Families, Ch 17 Jewish Families, Ch 18 Polish Families, Ch 19 

Portuguese Families, and Ch 20 Norwegian Families. 
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V. Course Requirements 

Students will be evaluated on the following required assignments, as well as in-class 

participation and contribution. 

1. Attendance, Preparation, Contribution (10% of grade) 

Students are expected to attend all classes, participate meaningfully in class discussion 

and exercises, and call upon life experiences and course readings for contributions. 

Students may be asked to complete class learning forms before the end of selected class 

sessions. 

It is important for social workers to be aware of group dynamics including peer groups in 

which they participate. It is also important to contribute to the group process.  A portion 

of the grade for this course will depend on your level of attendance, preparation, 

participation, and contribution.  For some, this means learning to speak up, to add 

comments or to raise questions.  For others, it means being sensitive and allowing others 

to contribute. 

2. Ethnic Roots Paper (25% of grade) 

Each student will write a 5-7 page paper that explores his/her “family” ethnic roots and 

the unique experiences of parents, grandparents, and/or other significant caregivers in the 

student’s life.  In the paper a) describe the “family” system, b) identify the variations that 

arise from cultural processes, such as race and ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, 

disability, socioeconomic status, and/or urban/rural differences, and c) the implications of 

assimilation on social and economic justice for you and your family. 

When little historical family information is available, students will have to rely on the 

literature to make logical generalizations about what “logically may have been the case 

given the little information available.” This does not relieve students of the personal 

responsibility to dig for information via e-mails, phone calls, and letters to family 

historians. 

The purpose of this assignment is for students to explore their own ethnic roots and 

examine the unique experiences of parents/grandparents/great grandparents and 

beyond/or other significant caregivers that have shaped their path in life.  This paper will 

allow students to look at their roots globally as well as those prevalent in the 

southwestern region of the United States, if applicable. 

The paper should be double-spaced, in APA format, and responding to the following set 

of questions. Specific information from the McLemore & Romo and Baker (2001) 

reading should be incorporated and each student should personally address parts a) – d) 

below: 
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a)	 Background:  Very briefly describe yourself (age, birthplace, social class and 

status when you were growing up, current cultural orientation, etc.) 

b)	 Background of Parents/Grandparents/Great Grandparents and so on 

•	 description of what you know about your (1) mother, (2) father, (3) maternal 

grandparents, (3) paternal grandparents, (4) maternal and paternal great 

grandparents, and so on 

•	 How did ancestors enter into the United States (e.g., were they voluntary 

immigrants, involuntary through conquest, time of entry, etc.?) 

c)	 Experiences with Anglo Conformity and Factors Affecting Inclusion 

•	 By the standards of Anglo Conformity, were individuals related to you 

included or excluded in American society?  

•	 How did they avoid/attempt/ achieve assimilation and integration?  (e.g., 

Were names changed to fit into mainstream American society? Were ethnic 

roots emphasized or downplayed? Were traditions/language/customs 

suppressed or passed down?) 

•	 What role did social class and social power play in their experiences?   

•	 Describe experiences of family members in terms of the presence or absence 

of (1) cultural assimilation by addition, (2) cultural assimilation by 

substitution, and (3) marital assimilation as referred to in the McLemore & 

Romo and Baker readings, Ch 1 & 2 (in LRC). 

•	 Does the “three-generations process” of assimilation described in the reading 

apply to your family’s experience in this country? Why or why not? 

d)	 Conclusion:  What conclusions do you personally draw about your own current 

status of assimilation based on your ethnic roots, socialization, and personal 

experiences and its implications for culturally competent practice? 

3.	 Immersion Experience and Reflection Paper (35% of grade) 

Students will "shadow" a single/ same person from a population-at-risk group with which 

they are unfamiliar for three different events and write a paper about the experience and 

their learning. Students should cover the intersection between class-gender-power-

privilege-race in their paper and immersion experience. 

The purpose of this assignment is to observe and experience the life of a person from a 

population-at-risk group different from your own. Prior to the immersion experience 

students are asked to submit a type written plan to your instructor for approval (no 
th

later than Sept. 24 ).  Subsequent to the immersion experience, students are asked to 

write a 12-15 page final paper composed of a graduate level ( i.e. reflecting critical 

- 4 - 




thinking and informed by the research literature) reflection on the shadowing experience 

and implications for applying social justice approaches to influence assessment, planning, 

access to resources, intervention, and research.  Grounded in how the “host” perceives 

such issues, examine the current day oppression for this group and privilege for other 

groups in relation to this group’s oppression. 

Cogent integration of what was learned through research, thoughtful interaction/questions 

posed to the person shadowed, and a depth of consideration of micro, messo, and macro 

level challenges facing the group being studied should be reflected in the reflection paper. 

I will be looking for this “depth” as it manifests in your questions and throughout your 

paper, in my grading of your paper. 

Answer the following questions in 12-15 pages (NOTE: graduate level writing requires, 

thus I require the use of subheaders to guide your reader through your work.  The 

following provides a good format for subheaders): 

a)	 Explore the history of oppression for this group and privilege for other groups in 

relation to this group’s oppression;   

b)	 What are the current day consequences of discrimination and oppression for this 

group and privilege for other groups in relation to this group’s oppression;  

c)	 Discuss whether or not there were any areas of conflict between why you chose 

this population, what you expected, and what you subsequently experienced;  

d) 	 Integrate class readings and other research literature to analyze how social justice 

approaches should be applied to influence assessment, planning, access to 

resources, intervention, and research; 

e)	 Critically examine what you learned from confronting this “dissonance” by 

applying this knowledge to personal and professional development. 

4.	 Two 10-point Quizzes (20% of grade) 

The two quizzes will assure students are reading and applying information from the two 

required text.  Dates of the quizzes are TBA as your instructor is working to incorporate a 

“Michigan” style dialogue opportunity for the class before setting these dates. 

5.	 Los Trabajadores Video and E-mail Response (10% of grade) 

Students are asked to view the film in lieu of the Week 12, Nov. 12th class 
session and are asked to complete and submit a “Talk Back” writing assignment 
by no later than Nov. 19th (and no earlier than Oct 29th). A full handout packet 
will be distributed later in the semester.  Be sure to schedule a time to view the 
video at the LRC desk a week to a few days before you intend to view it to insure 
the video is available.  I recommend viewing in small groups if possible so that 
you can have a discussion of issues prior to writing your response.  A discussion, 
coupled with references from relevant readings will help make your response as 

- 5 - 




“studied” as possible.  I am looking for “depth of thought and integration of 
material.” Length is up to each student.  I would hypothesize that PBS wants 
concise and to the point responses. Be sure to indicate your name and affiliation 
(e.g. UT Austin School of Social Work and this class) 

The filmmaker and PBS ask that you tell them what you think about the issues 
raised in the video “Los Trabajadores.” They even provide several selected “Talk 
Back” responses at the following website: 
http://www.pbs.org/independentlens/theworkers/talkback.html. 

You are asked to e-mail your studied response and cc: it to your instructor 
<d.grant@mail.utexas.edu>. Be sure to keep a hard copy of your response to 
turn in just in case something goes wrong in the wonderful world of electronic 
communications. It is important that you show evidence of having forwarded 
your response to the documentary site. 

One of the goals of this assignment is to have students begin formulating 
concrete responses to social and economic justice issues.  This is an important 
way to combat feeling “disempowered” in the face of the myriad issues that 
Social Workers face everyday.  Your voice is one of your most important tools for 
addressing social and economic injustice. 

Lets make it a point to check the “Talk Back” page several times during the 
remainder of the semester to see if any of our comments are selected by PBS for 
publication. 

Overall Criteria for Evaluating Student Assignments 

Your written work should be well-conceptualized and researched, clearly organized (I do 

require subheaders), and supported by examples and details.  Show evidence of your own 

creative and thoughtful analysis.  Papers should follow the APA style format.  Additional 

criterion and evaluation guidelines will also be provided. 

Grading and Weighting of Assignments 

Attendance, Preparation, Contribution 10% 

Ethnic Roots Paper  25%  (due Oct. 1) 

Immersion Experience and Reflection Paper 35% (due Nov. 5) 

Quizzes  20%  (TBA) 

Las Trabajadores Viewing and Response 10% (due by Nov. 19) 
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GRADES WILL BE ASSIGNED AS FOLLOWS: 

A = 90-100 B = 80-89 C = 70-79 D = 60-69 

A = Significantly exceeds assignment/performance expectations (evidence of critical 

thinking and analysis that resulted in work additional to that laid out in the assignment 

directions); 

B = Assignment/overall performance in course meets all the requirements with evidence of 

critical thinking and analysis (i.e. coherence and integration of ideas); 

C  = Average.  Assignment/performance meets all the requirements but lacks evidence of in 

depth thinking and analysis; 

D = There are important gaps in the assignment both in terms of requirements and critical 

thinking and analysis. 

VI. CLASS POLICIES 

1.	 It is important for social work practitioners to be punctual in both attendance and in 

meeting deadlines. Therefore, class attendance is expected, as is handing in 

assignments on time.  Students will lose 3 points for each day that an assignment is 

late.  Any adjustments in due dates must be discussed with the instructor at least 24 

hours PRIOR to the regularly scheduled due date. 

2.	 Students who fail to attend class on a regular basis (missing more than one class 

without a valid excuse, e.g., medical documentation) may receive one or more course 

grades lower than their final grade when points are totaled. 

3.	 Social work practitioners assume responsibility for themselves.  Therefore, it is 

expected that work handed in will be your own.  Scholastic dishonesty, including 

plagiarism and cheating during examinations, violates social work values and will 

result in recommendation for dismissal from the social work program and a referral to 

the Dean of Student's Office. 

4.	 Social work practitioners are assertive and function as team members.  Therefore, 

feedback about the course is welcome and the course will be viewed as a joint effort 

between students and the instructor. 

5.	 Social work practitioners respect others. Therefore, differences in values, opinions, 

and feelings of class members and guest speakers will be respected. 

6.	 As part of professional social work education, students may have assignments that 

involve working in agency settings and/or the community.  As such, these 

assignments may present some risks. Sound choices and caution may lower risks 

inherent to the profession.  It is the student’s responsibility to be aware of and adhere 
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to policies and practices related to agency and/or community safety.  Students should 

also notify instructors regarding any safety concerns. 

7.	 The University of Texas at Austin provides, upon request, appropriate academic 

accommodations for qualified students with disabilities. For more information, 

contact the Office of the Dean of Students at 471-6259; 471-4641 TTY. 
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VII. COURSE SCHEDULE 

Date Description/Due Dates Text / Readings 

Week 1 

8/27 

Course Overview and Introductions 

(Video: Campus Diversity, Student Voices – 53 

Dublin, (1996) Becoming 
American, Becoming 
Ethnic (handout) 

mins.) 

Marsh (2004) Social Work in 
a Multicultural Society 
(handout) 

Week 2 

9/3 

Ethnic Roots; Talking about difference 

(Video: Gangs of New York Documentary) 

Johnson, Chapter 1; Adams et 

al., Chapters 1 & 2 

Reisch, M. (2002) Defining 

Social Justice in a Socially 

Unjust World (in the LRC) 

Week 3 

9/10 

“The trouble we’re in privileges some groups at the 

expense of others.  It creates a yawning divide in 

Johnson, Chapter 2; Adams et 

al., Chapter 3 

levels of income, wealth, dignity, safety, health, and 

quality of life. It promotes fear, suspicion, 

discrimination, harassment, and violence.  It sets 

people against one another.  It builds walls topped 

with broken glass and barbed wire…” (Johnson, 

2001, p. 9). 

(Video: Race—The Power of Illusion, Part 1: The 

Difference Between Us) 

Week 4 Cultural Diversity: Identity Politics and 

9/17 Populations-at-Risk 
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Date Description/Due Dates Text / Readings 

Week 5 

9/24 

The Social Construction of Difference 

(Video: Postville: When Cultures Collide) 

Hardcopy of Type written Immersion Plan Due 

Johnson, Chapter 3; Adams et 

al., Chapters 4, 5, 21, 22, & 25 

Johnson, Chapter 4; Adams et 
Week 6 Power, Privilege al., Chapters 6, 8, 9, 73, & 74 
10/1 

Ethnic Roots Paper Due 

(Video: The Color of Fear) 

Week 7 
10/8 

Avoidance, exclusion, rejection, and 
devaluing 

Johnson, Chapter 5; Adams et 

al., Chapters 60, 61, & 63 

(Video: And You Can Quote Me On That—29 
mins.) A documentary based on interviews 
with university students who have a variety of 
physical, mental and learning disabilities, all 
speaking candidly about their experiences 

Johnson, Chapter 6; Adams et 
Week 8 Values, Ethics and Social Justice: Challenging the al., Chapters 46, 50, & 57 
10/15 “Do the Right Thing Approach” 

Week 9 (NASW-TX in Austin)  All students are 

10/22 encouraged to volunteer and otherwise 

participate in this gathering of professionals, it’s 

a great educational and networking opportunity 

Week 10 

10/29 

Applying Systems Theory to Issues of Privilege, 

Power, Difference and Social Justice Work 

Johnson, Chapter 7; Pharr’s 

The Common Elements of 

Oppressions (article in the 

LRC) 
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Date Description/Due Dates Text / Readings 

Johnson, Chapter 8;  
Week 11 Considering the Ism’s 

11/5 
(Video: Winds of Change: A Matter of Choice) 

Immersion Reflection Paper Due 

Week 12 Schedule your individual or small group Las 

11/12 Trabajadores Viewing at the LRC desk 

Week 13 

11/19 

Critical Reflection 

Last day Las Trabajadores Response Due 

Johnson, Chapter 9; Adams et 

al., Chapters 18, 19, & 20 

Week 14 THANKSGIVING HOLIDAY 

11/26 

Johnson, Chapter 10 
Week 15 Becoming Part of the Solution 

12/3 
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SW381S Foundations of Social Justice:  Values, Diversity, Power & Oppression 

Class Discussion And Rules of Participation: 

Video: Campus Diversity, Student Voices:  University of Michigan, 

Sept, 2002-April 2003 

The primary objective of this viewing and dialogue exercise is to provide class 
participants an opportunity to begin articulating their own views and experiences with 
the goal of promoting self-exploration and awareness among discussion participants.  A 
further goal is to highlight the guidelines for having such interactive discussions of 
some of the most difficult topics in our society. 

Ground Rules – Class participation and Discussions 

The purpose of these rules is to assist and encourage contributions from the largest 
number of students possible—safety.  We are all encouraged that “safety” is an “ideal.” 

•	 Everyone sets their own boundaries for self disclosure with a commitment to 
pushing the envelope and not sticking with the status quo…stretching and 
challenging oneself is key for such a course to be meaningful 

•	 Speak from experience and avoid generalizations about groups 

•	 Respect confidentiality 

•	 Personal information shared in the group, stays within the group. 

•	 Allow others equal time to speak and acknowledge what was said before moving 
on 

•	 Avoid, or rather everyone agree to observe when the response to a participant is 
criticizing, judging, patronizing, etc. and agree to work on reducing and 
eliminating these tendencies in our response set 

•	 Respect other’s developmental process, and rights to express and form their own 
opinions 

•	 Listen to others without interrupting 

•	 Refrain from blaming or scapegoating others 

•	 Focus on your own learning 
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Campus Diversity, Student Voices:  University of Michigan, Sept. 2002 – April 2003 

Previewing Exercise – Split into small groups of three.  Select a scribe and a reporter 
who will report to the larger class when the discussion time is over.  In your small 
groups, discuss the following questions: 

•	 When were you first aware of yourself as a member of a racial/ethnic group?  As 
belonging to a particular socioeconomic group?  What triggered this awareness?  
What was your response to this awareness? 

•	 When were you first aware of people of other races/ethnic groups?  Other

socioeconomic groups?  What triggered this awareness?  What was your

response to this awareness? 


•	 When did you first notice that people were being treated differently according to 
race/ethnic group?  Your socioeconomic status/class?  What triggered this 
awareness?  What was your response to this awareness? 

•	 When did you first notice that you were being treated different because of your 
race?  Your socioeconomic status?  What triggered this awareness?  What was 
your response to this awareness? 

•	 At what time would you say you are proud of your racial/ethnic identity? Your 
socioeconomic status?  What triggered this sense of pride?  What was the 
response of people around you to this sense of pride? 
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