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SWK 402: HUMAN BEHAVIOR IN THE SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT
CATALOG DESCRIPTION 

Integrates theories of human development and social systems with their implications for social work practice.  3 semester hours.

Prerequisites: Graduate standing.

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

SWK 402 focuses on the interaction between the person and the social environment across the life cycle in order to understand the influences on human behavior. Course content explores the development of the individual using biological, psychological and sociological theories, perspectives, and models. Particular attention is given to the usefulness of these approaches for understanding and working with diverse clients. The course emphasizes the implications of this knowledge for social work practice.

Course objectives will be achieved through a combination of lecture, class discussion, reading, group exercises, and completion of course assignments. Small group exercises focusing on self-reflection and mastery of content are used to allow for active participation by all students. In addition, internet and videotaped material will be used for illustration purposes.

RELATIONSHIP TO OTHER COURSES 

Understanding the formative influences on human behavior is prerequisite knowledge for all social work practice. SWK 402 is the first course in the MSW Human Behavior in the Social Environment (HBSE) sequence. This course provides fundamental information on the socializing influences of the systems that affect development across the life cycle.

COURSE GOALS
The goals for the course are to:

1.
Increase understanding of the multiple influences on human behavior (e.g., culture, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender, age, religion/spirituality, class and disability).

2.
Develop awareness of the influence of the social environment on human development.

3.
Explore models and theories for understanding human behavior.

4.
Critically assess the ethical implications of human behavior theories.

5.
Develop critical thinking skills to understand human behavior.

6.
Increase appreciation of the contributions of research on human behavior.

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

Upon completion of the course students will have achieved the following outcomes. Students will be able to:

1.
Assess the impact of major social problems (e.g., poverty, substance abuse, violence, social and economic injustices, discrimination and other oppressions) on development.

2.
Apply models and theories of individual development to case material.

3.
Identify how bias in psychological theories of human development may perpetuate social and economic injustice.

4.
Describe the impact of sex, gender, class, race, ethnicity, ability, sexual orientation, age, and spirituality on human behavior and development.

5.
Identify racial, cultural, sexual orientation, and economic bias in assessment instruments.

6.
Apply a person-in-environment, ecological systems perspective to explain human 


behavior.

7.
Identify the relationships between specific developmental theories and practice methods.

8.
Recognize the contributions of research to understanding human behavior and development.
REQUIRED READING(S) AND TEXTBOOK(S)
Main Text:

Hutchison, E. D.  & Charlesworth, L. (2025). Dimensions of human behavior: The changing course of life. 7th edition. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.
Reserve Reading(s) (Available at the Reserve Desk at Milner Library – locate by title):
At least one copy of the textbook will be available on closed reserve in Milner Library.
EXPECTATIONS OF STUDENTS 

Attendance and Participation: Students are expected to attend and participate in all class sessions. A student should not be enrolled in a course if other obligations will interfere with getting to class regularly and punctually. Three absences in a sixteen-week course will result in a final grade lowered by a letter grade, and may result in a departmental referral.
Attendance Exception for Bereavement: In the event of a death of a spouse, domestic partner, parent, child, grandparents, grandchild or sibling, uncle, aunt, niece, nephew, first cousin, in-law, or step-relative, students are eligible for up to five (5) consecutive days (not including weekends or holidays) of excused absence for funeral leave, subsequent bereavement, and/or travel. The student is responsible for notifying the Dean of Students (DOS) office prior to their absence. Upon receiving proper documentation the DOS will provide this documentation to each of the course instructors, if requested. The faculty member will excuse the student from class and provide an opportunity to complete missed exams, quizzes, and other assigned work. The student is responsible for all material covered in class and must work with the professor as soon as they return to complete any assigned work. For more information on the ISU bereavement policy, see http://policy.illinoisstate.edu/students/2-1-27.shtml

Class Preparation: You are expected to have prepared thoroughly for each class. Preparation includes reading the assigned readings prior to class, summarizing the content and being prepared to discuss it; listing questions or reactions to the material; and making connections between concepts in current reading and earlier readings. You are expected to contribute to class discussion. Informed disagreement is both anticipated and welcomed.

Assignments: Promptness in completing class assignments and required readings is a requirement. However, circumstances may arise which make it impossible to complete class requirements on time. When such circumstances occur, appropriate arrangements must be made in advance whenever possible.

Written Work: Your written work should show thoroughness, accuracy, clarity and professionalism. Such writing generally requires first writing, then review, then editing and rewriting.  

· All work should be carefully proofread and corrected. Papers should be free of errors in spelling, grammar, and punctuation. 

· All papers written from sources must include citations following the style requirements of the most recent Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association. This reference text also provides excellent information on the organization and writing of papers. 

· All work must be typed, double-spaced, with numbered pages unless the professor instructs otherwise. Each assignment should be titled, dated, annotated with your name, and stapled or placed in a binder.  

· Papers should use standard margins. The Microsoft Word default setting for margins is 1” top, 1” bottom, and 1” each left and right. The header and footer default setting is 0.5” from the edge.  

· Papers should use standard fonts. The School standard font is Times New Roman 12 point. 

Missed or Late Work: If you miss a class, you will be responsible for any missed class content. Missed in-class work generally cannot be made up. Make-up examinations, as a rule, will not be permitted. Only in extraordinary circumstances will such work be accepted.  Late papers if accepted, will receive a reduction of 10% of the earned grade, which is a letter grade, and additional 10% reduction each week the assignment is late. No assignments will be accepted after the last day of the semester.
Contacting the Professor: Email is the best way to reach me  at mmthomp@ilstu.edu or my other work email mmsmith@brightpoint.org (preferred email) I make every effort to respond to email within 24 hours on weekdays; it may be longer on weekends. If you have not heard from me within 36 hours on weekdays, please assume your email was lost and send a second. It’s not rude; I’ll not be offended. My office/cell number is 309-530-4112, for you to call or text which I check regularly. 
Nondiscriminatory Language: Oral presentations and written work should use non-sexist, non-racist, and non-stigmatizing language. Faculty may return papers for revisions in language prior to grading. Be sensitive to your use of language.  

Special Needs: Students with special needs should notify the instructor immediately so that available accommodations can be made. Any student needing to arrange a reasonable accommodation for a documented disability should contact Student Access and Accommodation  Services at 350 Fell Hall, 438-5853 (voice), 438-8620 (TTY).  

Academic Misconduct: Plagiarism, cheating, and all other forms of academic misconduct are not only considered a violation of university regulations, but are also a serious breach of the ethical code of conduct for the social work profession. Students are expected to abide by the ethical standards of the profession. The National Association of Social Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics is available on the Internet: http://www.naswdc.org/.   

ASSIGNMENTS 
The following assignments are designed to measure progress on the learning objectives for this course. Please see the instructor’s handouts for grading criteria. 
Assignment #1:  Two exams (Total points: 20% = 10% each)

Due: Week 7 and Week 13
There will be two exams covering the assigned textbook readings and lecture material. These are not cumulative exams. Each one covers only material from the first and second half of the course respectively. 
Assignment #2:  Interview: Theory and Reality (40%)

Due: Session 9
The textbook identifies several important theories that propose to explain and predict human development. These include, but are not limited to, the following: psychosocial theory, behaviorism, social learning theory, cognitive development theory, information processing, ethology, sociocultural theory, and ecological systems theory. First, choose one theory and develop a set of interview questions that would logically flow from that base. For example, psychoanalysis might inquire about internal conflicts while behaviorism might ask about punishments & rewards.  Second, identify a child, adolescent or adult you know and interview them using the questions you developed.  Think of this as a semi-structured interview where you have the flexibility to ask follow-up questions, such as: “Can you give me an example of that?”  Third, reflect on whether their answers seem to support or oppose the theory and provide reasons for your conclusions. Fourth, write up a report using the following outline: 
A. Provide a basic orientation to the theory (domain(s) covered, principles)

B. Describe how the theory explains human development

C. Describe how the theory informed the questions you asked.

D. Reflect on how the theory you have chosen would answer the fundamental questions about human nature, including:

•
Is human development continuous or discontinuous?

•
Is there one course of development or many?

•
Are people shaped more by nature or nurture?

•
Can people really change who they are?

•
What motivates people to act as they do (thinking, behaving, or feeling)?

•
Are people basically good or basically selfish?

E. Finally, identify some limitations & suggest some changes that you would make to the theory based on your interview.  Support your reasoning with citations & references. Paper length 7-9 pages 
Assignment # 3:  Social Problems & Child/Adolescent Development (40%)

Due: Session 16
Choose a common social problem that affects children (e.g., child abuse, immigration, poverty, substance abuse, domestic violence, poverty, homelessness, parental divorce, racial discrimination/oppression). Research the potentially adverse effects that the social problem has on adolescent development using material from the most-used scholarly databases for social work (including but not limited to CINAHL, ERIC, PsycINFO, & Social Work Abstracts.)  Summarize the findings in the four domains discussed by the course text: Effects on physical development, cognitive development, emotional development, & social development. (Hint: you may want to refer to some of our developmental theories for ideas about what may be going on with an adolescent at given stages of development.) Close by reflecting on what these effects mean for social work assessment. The paper should use the following outline. Length should be 7-9 pages all included:

     A. Intro: Definition of the Social Problem (Be as specific as possible)

     B. Physical Effects (motor development, growth, nutrition, perceptual development)

     C. Cognitive Effects (intelligence, language, learning)

     D. Emotional Effects (attachment, self-regulation, self-concept)

     E. Social Effects (family relations, friendships, social skills)

     F. Conclusions for Social Workers

    G. References should include the Database & Accession # of the article
Paper is to be submitted by the beginning of the last class.  Students will also provide a 10-15 minute summary presentation of paper for the last class. Students must be present in class to present summary presentation to receive credit.  

GRADING 
Grades will be assigned in accord with the following scale. Students must achieve the full value of the lower end of each subscale to be awarded the corresponding letter grade. 

 
A  90-100% 

B  80-89%

C  70-79% 

D  60-69%

F  59% and below 

Grade Allocation:
Grades for the course will be assigned using the following formula:
─
Exams (10% each) 

20%

─
Interview and report

40%
─
Social problems paper
40%
Total
                                                    100%
COURSE SCHEDULE 
	 Session 1-2

	General topic: Introduction: History and theories of human development.  Environmental and cultural contexts for development.
 

	Day and Date: 
	Tuesday, August 18, 2026
Tuesday, August 25, 2026

	Required 

Readings: 

 
	Course text:
Hutchison & Charlesworth (2025):

Chapter 1, A Life Course Perspective


	Class Assignment/

Activity


	Course Introduction 
Early History of Child Studies

Questions about Human Nature

	Sessions 3-4:
	General topic: Infancy & Toddlerhood
 

	Day and Date: 
	Tuesday, September 1, 2026
Tuesday, September 8, 2026


	Required 

Readings: 

 
	Course text: 
Hutchison & Charlesworth(2025):
Chapter 2, Conception, Pregnancy and Childbirth
Chapter 3 – Infancy and Toddlerhood



	Class Assignment/

Activity


	Freud/Psychodynamic Theory in HBSE Context
Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory of Development

	Session 5-6: 


	General topic: Early Childhood and Middle Childhood 
 

	Day and Date: 
	Tuesday, September 15, 2026
Tuesday, September 22, 2026


	Required 

Readings: 

 
	Course text:
Hutchison & Charlesworth (2025):
Chapter 4: Early Childhood
Chapter 5: Middle Childhood

	Class Assignment/

Activity


	Erikson continued

Bowlby, Ainsworth and Attachment Theory


	Session 7 & 8: 


	General topic:  Adolescence
 

	Day and Date: 
	Tuesday, September 29, 2026
Tuesday, October 6, 2026

	Required 

Readings: 

 
	Course text: 

Hutchison & Charlesworth (2025):
Chapter 6: Adolescence


	Class Assignment/

Activity
	Attachment Theory continued

Session 7: Exam #1


	Session 9 & 10: 


	General topic: Early Adulthood and Middle Adulthood 
 

	Day and Date: 
	Tuesday, October 13, 2026
Tuesday, October 20, 2026

	Required 

Readings: 

 
	Course text: 
Hutchison & Charlesworth (2025):
Chapter 7: Young Adulthood

Chapter 8: Middle Adulthood


	Class Assignment/

Activity


	Session 9:  Assignment #2, Interview due

Bandura’s Social Learning Theory
Piaget’s Stage Theory of Cognitive Development


	 Session 11 & 12: 


	General topic: Late Adulthood and Very Late Adulthood
 

	Day and Date: 
	Tuesday, October 27, 2026
Tuesday, November 3, 2026 

	Required 

Readings: 

 
	Course text: 
Hutchison & Charlesworth (2025):
Chapter 9: Late Adulthood 
Chapter 10: Very Late Adulthood


	Class Assignment/

Activity
	


	Session 13 & 14: 


	General topic: Additional Topics of Interest 
 

	Day and Date: 
	Tuesday, November 10, 2026
Tuesday, November 17 2026 

	Required 

Readings: 

 
	Course text: 
Social Problem Group Work


	Class Assignment/

Activity


	Session 13: TEST 2



	Session 15 & 16: 


	General topic:  


	Day and Date: 
	Tuesday, November 24, 2026 (No Class- Fall Break)
Tuesday, December 1, 2026

	Required 

Readings: 

 
	Course text: 


	Class Assignment/

Activity


	 Session 16: Social Problem Paper Due and Mini Paper Demonstrations 
THIS IS THE LAST DAY TO HAND IN ANY AND ALL PAPERS DUE

	Session 17: 


	General topic: Final Exam Week NO CLASS
 

	Day and Date: 
	December 8,2026


	Required 

Readings: 

 
	

	Class Assignment/

Activity
	Class will meet at instructors’ discretion, only if there has been a previous class cancelation due to weather or other unavoidable situation.
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