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SCHOOL OF SOCIAL WORK

Social Work 310-- 001: Understanding Diverse Populations (3 credits)
Fall 2026


Section 001 Monday Mo 9:00AM - 11:50AM
Williams Hall 0314

Instructor: Prof. Ram Ramanathan, PhD., ACSW, CSW., LMFT
 Office: Rachel Cooper Hall, Room 326
Office Phone: (309) 438-0930
Email: craman1@ilstu.edu


I. PREREQUISITES
SWK 224, 325, and SWK 326; admission to the major; junior standing.

II. COURSE DESCRIPTION
SWK 310 provides students with an understanding of social injustice, discrimination, and oppression. The nature and impact of discrimination are defined and understood from both socio-historical and sociopolitical perspectives. The impact of oppression, prejudice, discrimination, and powerlessness for individuals, groups, and communities are examined, with special attention to women, children, and families. Students will be empowered to identify and begin necessary changes in thoughts and behaviors via self-reflective processes, to promote social justice as social workers. 

Course objectives will be achieved through a combination of lectures, class discussion, student presentations, readings, group exercises, completion of course assignments. SWK 310 is required for all BSW students as part of the generalist curriculum. The course goals and student learning objectives in SWK 310 promote competencies that cut across the entire curriculum.

III. COURSE GOALS

1. Increase students’ knowledge and understanding of the historical and sociopolitical context of oppression/power, bias, prejudice, and discrimination that occurs with marginalized and minoritized groups, and how it manifests in contemporary times.
2. Students are able to define, increase, and be pro-active in their commitment to social justice for all marginalized and minoritized groups.
3. Students will more effectively engage in class lessons and general conversations that promote self-reflection, learning, and change.
4. Increase students’ knowledge of, sensitivity to, and willingness to counter bias, prejudice, discrimination, and oppression in social work research and practice.
5. Student will be able to articulate how social work values and ethics were formed, and how questions may arise regarding their applicability to working effectively with individuals, families, communities, and groups that are marginalized and/or minoritized.

IV. STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVES
[bookmark: _Hlk72330916]Upon completion of this course, students will have achieved the following outcomes and be able to:

1. Identify the strengths and contributions of diverse cultures.
2. Analyze the sources of bias that influence students’ worldviews of diverse groups.
3. Discuss some of the historical, social, economic, and political contexts that shape the lives of marginalized populations.
4. Describe the impact of individual and institutional oppression and discrimination on individuals, children, families, communities, groups, and institutions.
5. Analyze the social construction of marginalized group membership and identities.
6. Discuss the intersectional identities and impact of this on experiences of diverse groups.
7. Articulate the difficulties accessing services for marginalized groups.
8. Analyze your own “positionality” related to power/privilege and oppression.
9. Examine your own level of cultural competency/humility and areas to improve.
10. Demonstrate knowledge of social action models.

V. TEXTBOOK & MATERIALS

Required texts: 

	Title:
	From Oppression to Inclusion

	Author:
	Gwenelle S. O’Neal

	ISBN#:
	978-1-5165-3781-5



NOTE: Additional readings from a variety of texts will be assigned throughout the course and uploaded to Canvas.


Course Format

SWK 310 will be in-person. 


VI. EXPECTATIONS OF STUDENTS
Missed or Late Work: If a student misses a class, he or she will be responsible for working with Dr. Ramanathan to make up the work. It may not be possible to make up some missed in-class work. 

Homework assignments are expected to be completed in a timely manner to receive feedback and build on future assignments. 

Absences due to Student Bereavement.  Students who experience the death of an immediate family member or relative as defined in the ISU Student Bereavement Policy will be excused from class for funeral leave, subsequent bereavement, and/or travel considerations.  Students are responsible for providing appropriate documentation to the Dean of Students office and Dr. Ramanathan as soon as possible to make arrangements for completing missed work (if possible).  More information is available in the Student Bereavement Policy at https://policy.illinoisstate.edu/students/2-1-27/ 

Written Work: 

Student’s written work is expected to be thorough, accurate, and at the college level. To achieve this, students should read the assignment directions, seek clarification is needed, and begin working on assignments as soon as possible and not procrastinate. Students are strongly encouraged to write a first draft, review and edit this draft, and rewrite the draft to achieve the final draft before submission.

─	All work should be carefully proofread and corrected. Papers should be free of errors in spelling, grammar, and punctuation. Students are strongly encouraged to use spellcheck. 

─	All papers written must include citations from peer reviewed sources and use the APA style requirements of the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association, 7th edition (2019).  
An excellent resource for questions about APA format and other paper writing skills is the Purdue University on-line writing laboratory at www.owl.english.purdue.edu as well as http://www.apastyle.org/

─	Students should retain copies of all work turned in to the instructor.


VII. METHODS OF INSTRUCTION

This course will be delivered in person, but all assignments will be submitted online. 


	Course Outline



Note: Changes to the schedule may occur as needed to maximize learning opportunities.

	Week
	Topic/Class Activities
	Readings and
Assignments Due

	#1 August 17 


#2
Aug 24


	
· In Lieu of Watching Gandhi Movie In Class – Watch at Home (NO CLASS)
· 





· 
· Introduction

· Syllabus Overview

· Community Guidelines

· O’Neal discussion – Ch. 1
· 
	Read: Syllabus

Read: From Oppression to Inclusion – Ch. 1


	#3
Aug 31
	· O’Neal discussion – Ch. 2
· 

· Theories

· Your Ecosystems

· Micro, Mezzo, Macro
	
Watch: Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems: 5 Forces Impacting Our Lives (do not do activity)

Watch: Ecological systems theory

	Sept 7
	NO CLASS  -- LABOR DAY

	#4
Sept 14
	· O’Neal group presentation & discussion - Ch. 3


· Race & Power

· Macro & Microaggressions
	
Watch: VIDEOS ASSIGNED IN CLASS

	# 5
Sept 21
	· O’Neal group presentation & discussion - Ch. 3

· History of Racism

· Civil Rights

· 
	Watch: The Origins of Race

Read: White Rage – Ch. 4

Read: Brief History of Racism



	#6
Sept 28
	· O’Neal - Ch. 5

· Resistance

· History’s Impact on Social Work

	Read: Making Black Lives Ch. 3

Watch: How the US stole thousands of Native American children

	#7
Oct 5
	· Classism – Origins
	

	Oct 5
	ASSIGNMENT DUE
	Due: Video Reflection – Origins

	
	
· O’Neal group presentations & discussion - Ch. 5 & 6

· Introduce Movie Discussion and Reflection Paper Assignment

· Individualization and blame of oppressed groups

	Read: Blaming the Victim Ch. 1

	Oct 26
	NO CLASS – POVERTY SIMULATION 

	#8
Oct 12
	· O’Neal group presentation & discussion - Ch. 7, Ch 8


· Media Representations of Diverse Identities

· Empathy Activity
	Read: White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack 

Read: White Fragility Ch. 11

	#9
October 19
	· O’Neal group presentations & discussion - Ch. 9, & 10

· Introduce the Social Identity Wheel Reflection Paper

· Welfare Myths and “The Safety Net”
 
	Due: Movie Discussion and Reflection Paper Due

	#10
Nov 2
	· O’Neal group presentation & discussion - Ch. 11

· Effecting Micro level change


· Latine Identity
	Read: Chapter 2 of “This Bridge Called My Back”

	#11
Nov 9
	
· O’Neal group presentation & discussion - Ch. 12

· Mental Health and ACES

· Revisiting Ecosystems review activity

· Mezzo level change

	Due: Social Identity Wheel Reflection Paper Due

	#12
Nov 16
	
· O’Neal group presentation & discussion - Ch. 13

· Critical Social Work: Social work and social activism

· Macro level change

· Introduce Community Concerns: Public Service Announcement (PSA) papers & presentations
 
	Read: Community Toolbox, Section 4. Social Action

	Nov 23
	NO CLASS – Thanksgiving Break 

	#13
Nov 30
	· Importance of connection, empathy, humility, self-reflection, and care



	

	
	
	



	Student Resources



Campus Safety: Illinois State University is committed to maintaining a safe environment for the University community. Ask students to ensure they have downloaded the SafeRedbirds app. Also, note the information posted in each classroom about emergency shelters and evacuation assembly areas (both are indicated on stickers inside every classroom).
See this one-page reference sheet for talking points on the first day of class about this and a few emergency scenarios.

Health: Life at college can get complicated. If you’re feeling stressed, overwhelmed, lost, anxious, depressed, or struggling with personal issues, do not hesitate to call or visit Student Counseling Services (SCS). These services are free and completely confidential. SCS is located at 320 Student Services Building, (309) 438-3655.
If you are worried about a friend and don't know how to help, you can call SCS and ask to speak to a counselor. The Kognito simulation, available through SCS's webpage, can also help you learn how to assist your friend in connecting to services.

Basic Needs: It's hard to learn if you're hungry or couch surfing. If you are having difficulty accessing sufficient food to eat every day, affording required course materials/technology, or securing a safe and stable place to live, help may be available. I urge you to contact the Dean of Students Office to learn more.

Embracing Identities: The Multicultural Center sponsors five dynamic cultural organizations - Black Student Union, TRIBE, Association of Latin American Students, Asian Pacific American Coalition, and Pride. These organizations serve as umbrella groups for their respective identity communities, fostering an environment of solidarity. The MCC is dedicated to creating a sense of belonging for students through intentional spaces designed with their specific needs in mind. Additionally, they offer a variety of programs aimed at supporting academic and social growth while promoting understanding, appreciation, and respect for diversity within the University community. They are located at 301 S. Main St, Normal, IL, with operating hours of Monday to Thursday, 9 am – 9 pm, and Friday, 9 am – 4:30 pm. 

	[bookmark: _Hlk174065003]Course Assignments



Overview
	Assignment
	Due Date
	Points

	#1
	O’Neal Chapter Resource Person / Presentations
	Varies
	100

	#2
	Movie Discussion & Reflection Paper – Gandhi
Reflection Paper MLK Documentary; Susan B Anthony Documentary

	10/05/2026
10/05/2026
	50
100

	#3
	Video Reflection - Origins 
	10/26/2026
	50

	#4
	Social Identity Wheel Reflection Paper;
	11/09/2026

	50


	Total
	350



	Grading Scale
	A = 90%     B = 80%     C = 70%     D = 60%   F = 59% or less



Details

Assignment 1 – Highlights of Gandhi Movie (Paper) – 50 Points
                        – Highlights of MLK & Susan B Anthony  (Paper) – 100 Points


Assignment 2 -- O’Neal Chapter Resource Person / Presentations  -- 100 Points

Assignment 2 -- O’Neal Chapter Resource Person / Presentations  -- 100 Points
(See Rubric In Module)


· Video 1: Week
· https://ilstu.kanopy.com/video/talk/-race-in-america- The Talk: Race in America
· Video 2: Week | 
· http://istu.kanopy.com/video/stonewall-uprising- Stonewall Uprising
· Video 3: Week 
· https://ilstu.kanopy.com/product/immigration-paradox-part-1- The Immigration Paradox
· 
(PLEASE REFER TO VIDEO DATES IN CANVAS MODULE AS I MAY HAVE MODIFIED WATCH DATES SO AS TO NOT LIMIT CLASS DISCUSSIONS)

The purpose of the discussion videos is to:
· Assist students to process their thoughts, understanding, and ‘positionality’ related to power/privilege and oppression.
· Assist students with comprehending and articulating the struggles of marginalized individuals and groups to access and receive support services for that are culturally relevant and designed to achieve socially just outcomes. 
· Provide insight to students regarding the impact of institutional oppression and bias on individuals, families, communities, groups, and institutions at the micro, macro, and mezzo levels.
· Incorporate group discussion materials to ensure the achievement of student learning objectives 1-10.   


· Video 1: Discuss the video as it relates to current the Black Lives Matter movement. Describe any observed correlations between racism, White supremacy, and the practice of law enforcement. How might social workers educate, empower, and advocate for change

· Video 2: Name the various forms of institutional oppression that you observed in the video/movie? What was the impact of the oppression? What strategies should social workers employed in the institution(s) in the movie to promote the self-determination of the clients?

· Video 3: As a supervisor or manager in a social service agency, how might you support an employee that reported concerns about social injustices that you observed in the documentaries/movies? What strategies could you incorporate to bring about changes to policies, practices, procedures, etc. in an effort to alleviate the oppression experienced by marginalized or minoritized groups in the documentaries/movies?

 Assignment 4: Wheel of Oppression Paper (50 points):
· Due Date: 
· Required Length: 2 pages

· Description: This assignment provides an opportunity for you to reflect upon your formative years within the context of your family, peers, and social environment. Utilizing the Web of Oppression (Sisneros et al, 2008) as a tool for self-reflection, consider how the messages you received from family, peers, community members, media, and those in position of authority have impacted your worldview and your social interactions. It is an opportunity to examine how the social construction of power, privilege, and oppression shapes our own position within society. The assignment also challenges us to reflect upon our own growth and development and how we seek to overcome the “isms” that have shaped our formative years.

· Instructions: Review the “Web of Oppression” diagram and grading rubric items which describes the following domains of oppression and social exclusion


· Race/ethnicity
· Gender identity
· Sexual orientation
· Socioeconomic status (SES)
· National origin/language
· Ability
· Religion/faith
	
1) For each “spoke” in the web, describe your own social identity position in terms of the extent to which you have been privileged or marginalized by society based on race, religion, gender, etc. Address the extent to which your social status has shaped your life in positive or negative terms.

2) For each “spoke” in the web, reflect upon the messages you received growing up from your family, community, and media and how those messages have directly or indirectly shaped your world views and interactions with others. Specifically, you should describe your assumptions about various identities, misunderstandings, and/or lack of awareness of marginalized groups in each category within the Web of Oppression.

3) For each “spoke” in the web, describe specific steps that you will take to grow as an individual and professional to reverse any learned messages that are biased, judgmental/prejudicial. Also discuss how you will correct any misunderstandings and inform yourself in areas where you lack awareness. 


[bookmark: _Hlk17144467][bookmark: _Hlk17206510]Watch the video White Like Me: Race, Racism and White Privilege in America by Tim Wise. This film is available in our KANOPY database of streaming films https://illstu.kanopy.com/video/white-me-0

Complete a reflection addressing the following questions:

1. Do you believe racial discrimination is a significant national problem? Why or why not?
2. How can people with privilege affect society in ways people without privilege cannot? 
3. How does this film contribute to advancing social and economic justice?
4. How might we encourage or motivate more people to care about racial inequities?
5. How did this film inform your future practice as a Social Worker?
6. How might social workers educate the public about intentionally distorted points like who benefits the most from food stamps and welfare?
7. What can you do to challenge white privilege on a personal level? 
8. What did you learn in the film that surprised you? 
9. What in the film did you disagree with and why? 
10. What in the film do you feel that you need to learn more about?



Class Participation/Attendance:

*Note: More than two absences in a sixteen-week course will result in a lowered grade or failure for the course. Repeated tardiness, leaving class early, or lack of engagement in class may result in a lowered grade. 

· Class Preparation: Students are expected to have prepared thoroughly for each session. Each student should come to class having done the readings, having completed the out of class assignments, and be ready to engage in important discussion and debate.

· Participation: Students are expected to contribute thoughtfully to class discussions, be respectful of the opinions of others, and to show respect for fellow students and the instructor. This class will discuss topics that may create discomfort in some students. But we seek to have honest, critical, and open-minded conversation with the goal of learning and growing together. Discussions will focus on some of the broader issues that pertain to social work and social justice. It is expected that debate and disagreement will occur due to the nature of our intersecting identities. Disagreement includes disagreement with the instructor. (There will be NO punishment or any type of retribution for disagreeing with the instructor. Your perspectives enable instructors and others to learn and grow.) But in the interest of civility, any disagreements must be professional and respectful.  
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