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Illinois State University
SWK 412 – Generalist Research
Course Syllabus – Spring 2026

	Instructor:
	Dr. Steven B. Mertens

	Office:
	225 DeGarmo Hall

	Office hours:
	Thurs (before or after class) or by appointment

	Phone:
	438-8182 (office)

	E-mail:
	smertens@ilstu.edu



Course Description: 
Research methods essential to effective and accountable practice. Theoretical and practical issues affecting ethical, evidence-based decisions. 3 semester hours. **Prerequisite: Graduate standing.

Course Overview
SWK 412 is the foundation research methods course. It emphasizes the generation and appraisal of knowledge used in social work. The aim is for students to obtain knowledge and skills in research methods including data analysis that are essential to effective and accountable social work practice.
This course provides students with a working understanding of theoretical and practical issues inherent in the research process, particularly in relation to professional practice. The course focuses on giving students a strong foundation for knowledge building in the social sciences arena.
This course presents concepts, techniques, and procedures basic to evidence-based decision making. It provides a balance of lecture material and interactive learning activities including discussion and experiential exercises, papers, and computer assignments.

Relationship to Other SWK Courses
SWK 412 is the graduate version of SWK 315, the undergraduate introduction to social work research at ISU. MSW students are expected to become more adept at “thinking,” “speaking,” and “doing” research than their BSW colleagues. While the objectives of SWK 315 and SWK 412 are similar, students in SWK 412 are expected to achieve a higher level of research knowledge and skill. SWK 412 course content is prerequisite to SWK 445 Practice Evaluation I and SWK 448 Practice Evaluation II. The knowledge and skills gained in SWK 412 are further developed in SWK 445 and SWK 448 through application and critique. In SWK 445 students apply their research knowledge by developing an evaluation plan or research proposal that will be implemented in SWK 448.
SWK 412 relates to all MSW courses because research itself is a value-based activity and social work is a value-based profession. SWK 412 relates specifically to the social work practice courses since the research process is a key component of a social worker’s practice framework.

Course Goals
The goals for this course include…
1) Develop knowledge and skills in quantitative and qualitative research.
2) Present the major considerations for the ethical conduct and use of research.
3) Introduce considerations for culturally responsive research.
4) Develop skill in critically reviewing research reports and publications.
5) Increase understanding of the necessity to use research findings and skills to evaluate and advance practice. 

Learning Objectives
Upon successful completion of this course, you will be able to: 
1) Identify the elements of the scientific method and describe its capacity to develop evidence-based knowledge for practice.
2) Distinguish between quantitative and qualitative approaches to the research process.
3) Describe how the literature review is used in the formulation of the research purpose and the identification of the research questions or hypotheses.
4) Articulate the various approaches to the measurement and operationalization of variables.
5) Define the concepts of reliability and validity and describe the major types of each of these concepts.
6) Describe the major research designs used in social work.
7) Distinguish between probability and non-probability sampling procedures.
8) Articulate the various methods and procedures used to collect data.
9) Identify the major approaches to data analysis.
10) Assess research findings for their capacity to develop evidence-based knowledge for practice.
11) Discuss the implications of research studies for practice and further research.
12) Identify considerations for culturally sensitive practices at each stage of the research process.
13) Identify ethical considerations at each stage of the research process.

Course Text
The course textbook is:
Rubin, A., & Babbie, E. R. (2025). Research methods for social work (10th ed.). Cengage. 
ISBN: 978-0-357-76470-1 (paperback).
Supplemental readings and additional materials will be provided on our Canvas course site.

Technology/Software Components
If you need assistance with Canvas or Microsoft Office products, it is your responsibility to seek it out in a timely manner!  You have a variety of resources available to you including the ISU Computer Help Desk or by phone at 309-438-4357. Online help within Canvas is available via Canvas Support & Tutorials located under the Canvas Modules. 

Instructional Methods
The format of this course will be a combination of lectures and group work. While necessary to present new course content on a regular basis, it is also important that we spend time analyzing and discussing the content, readings, activities. 
While our course will be face-to-face, we will also utilize Canvas, ISU’s online course management system, as a repository for research articles, course resources, etc., that we will use throughout the course. 

Course Content
The purpose of this course is to introduce you to the research process including the identification of research problems, research questions, hypotheses, and appropriate methodologies (i.e., quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods. You will learn how to search and identify the relevant research literature, issues related to ethical research procedures, sampling strategies, data collection, and appropriate data analyses. 
We will balance class time between reviewing previously introduced topics and methods and introducing new topics and techniques. A calendar outline is provided below. Each topic or procedure will build on the previous procedure, so it is important that you fully understand each procedure before moving on to the next one. The focus of this course will be on comprehension of the course material, not the coverage of material. 

Course Calendar/Outline
	[bookmark: _Hlk186367446]Wk
	Dates
	Topic(s)
	Assign Due Dates

	1
	Jan 15
	· Course Introduction & Overview
· Why Study Research? (Rubin & Babbie, Ch 1)
	· Info Form

	2
	Jan 22
	· Evidence-Informed Practice (R&B Ch 2)
· Factors Influencing Research Process (R&B Ch 3)
· Assign 1: Annotated Bibliographies
	· 

	3
	Jan 29
	· Ethics & Politics of Research (R&B Ch 5)
· Assign 2: Problem Statement & Research Questions
	· 

	4
	Feb 5
	· Problem Formulation (R&B Ch 7)
· Concept. in Quantitative and Qualitative Inquiry (R&B Ch 8)
	· Annotated Biblios 

	5
	Feb 12
	· Quiz 1
· Measurement (R&B Ch 9)
· Constructing Measurement Instruments (R&B Ch 10)
· Assign 3: Hypotheses & Research Vars
	· 

	6
	Feb 19
	· Review Quiz 1
· Research Designs (R&B Ch 11-13)
	· Problem Statement & RQs

	7
	Feb 26
	· Sampling (R&B Ch 14)
· Survey Research (R&B Ch 15)
· Assign 4: Sampling Method
	· 

	8
	Mar 5
	· Quiz 2
· Qualitative Research – Pt 1 (R&B Ch 18 & 19)
	· Hypotheses & Research Vars

	9
	Mar 12
	ISU Spring Break
	

	10
	Mar 19
	· Review Quiz 2
· Qualitative Research – Pt 2 (R&B Ch 20)
· Assign 5: Data Collection & Analyses
	· 

	11
	Mar 26
	· Quantitative Research – Pt 1 (R&B Ch 21)
	· Sampling Method

	12
	Apr 2
	· Quantitative Research – Pt 2 (R&B Ch 22)
· Mixed Methods Research (R&B Ch 4)
	· 

	13
	Apr 9
	No Class (AERA Meetings)
	· 

	14
	Apr 16
	· Secondary Analysis & Existing Stats (R&B Ch 16)
	· 

	15
	Apr 23
	· Quiz 3
· Program Evaluation (R&B Ch 24)
· Writing Research Proposals & Reports (R&B Ch 25)
· Course Debrief & Evaluation
	· Data Collection & Analyses

	16
	Apr 30
	· Review Quiz 3
· Project Presentations 
	· Project due: 
Sun, May 3


Disclaimer:	The instructor reserves the right to revise or modify the above schedule of content and/or assignments to ensure a better learning experience. Any changes to the above calendar will be communicated to course participants.

Opportunities for Learning:
1)	Annotated Bibliographies (30 points)
Annotated bibliographies are intended to help you develop your literature review. For this assignment you will identify five (5) relevant research (peer-reviewed) articles and compile an annotated bibliography for each. Specific examples, guidelines, and an assignment template will be provided in class and on Canvas.
Due date: Feb 5
2)	Problem Statement and Research Questions (30 points)
Working individually or with a classmate, select a research topic/problem that interests you and will form the basis of your final research proposal. Include a working title. Based on your research topic/problem, develop 2 potential research questions that your research proposal will address. Specific examples, guidelines, and an assignment template will be provided in class and on Canvas.
Due date: Feb 19
3)	Hypotheses and Research Variables (30 points)
Based on your problem statement and research questions, develop working hypotheses (null & research) and identify your study variables. Your list of research study variables should include identification of independent & dependent variables, level of measurement, and the list of categories for any categorial variables. Specific examples, guidelines, and an assignment template will be provided in class and on Canvas.
Due date: Mar 5
4)	Sampling Method (30 points)
Provide a detailed description of the sampling strategy (including citations) for your research study. Describe why you chose this sampling strategy including the benefits and limitations of the strategy. Specific examples, guidelines, and an assignment template will be provided in class and on Canvas.
Due date: Mar 26
4)	Data Collection & Analyses (30 points)
Provide a detailed description of how you will collect the data for your research study. Discuss the benefits and limitations of your data collection strategy. Include a detailed discussion of the types of data analyses you will conduct on your collected data. Be specific about how your analysis will address your research questions. Specific examples, guidelines, and an assignment template will be provided in class and on Canvas.
Due date: Apr 23
6)	Final Proposal (30 points)
Using the research proposal components listed above (problem statement, research questions, hypotheses, study variables, sampling method, data collection, and data analysis), compile your final research proposal. Your proposal should include all relevant and necessary citations and references (12-15 minimum) and adhere to APA style and guidelines (7th ed.). A template will be provided. 
For our final class, you will have ~8-10 mins to present your research proposal to your classmates. Your final written proposal will be due on May 4. It is expected that you will incorporate any feedback from your presentation into your final submission.
Presentation due date: Apr 30
Final proposal due date: May 3
7)	Quizzes (60 points: 3 @ 20 pts each)
There will be three (3) multiple-choice quizzes to assess your knowledge of the course content/material. 
Quiz dates: Feb 12 | Mar 5 | Apr 23
8)	Class Participation (20 points)
Class participation is an important part of this course. I expect that you will participate in class discussions, small group work, and other activities. As a student, you should have an active role in the teaching and learning process. Participation points will be determined at the end of each class.
9)	Class Attendance & Professionalism
Weekly class attendance is expected and is a critical component of student success in this course. You are responsible for all material covered and assignments given during any missed classes. You are permitted one (1) excused absence without penalty. In order for your absence to be excused, you are required to notify me in advance of the start of class. Unexcused absence will result in a 5% deduction in your final course grade. Arriving late to class (after 5 mins) on three (3) occasions will count as an unexcused absence (5% grade reduction). Officially excused absences are limited to COVID-related illness/quarantine, bereavement, or military service and will require documentation from the Dean of Students office. 
Professionalism for the purposes of this course includes being respectful of one another, acting responsibly, cleaning up after yourselves, etc.
	Assignments/Assessments
	Points
	% Grade
	
	Points Earned
	%
	Letter Grade

	Annotated Biblios
	30
	6%
	
	234 – 260
	90-100
	A

	Research Problem & RQs
	30
	11%
	
	208 – 233
	80-89
	B

	Hypotheses & Research Vars
	30
	11%
	
	182 – 207
	70-79
	C

	Sampling Method
	30
	11%
	
	156 – 181
	60-69
	D

	Data Collection & Analysis
	30
	11%
	
	<156
	<60
	F

	Final Proposal
	30
	11%
	
	
	
	

	Quizzes (3 @ 20 pts)
	60
	23%
	
	
	
	

	Class Participation
	20
	8%
	
	
	
	

	Total:
	260
	100%
	
	
	
	


Course Policies and Professional Expectations
[bookmark: _Hlk60484021]Participation. Class participation is vital and essential to the learning process. Therefore, you are expected to take an active role in class activities and discussions. You are encouraged and expected to ask questions to clarify areas of confusion or offer a differing viewpoint. You are expected to have prepared for each class session. Preparation includes reading the assigned readings prior to class, reviewing the PowerPoint slides, and being prepared to discuss content during class. 
Students are expected to contribute to class discussions and are encouraged to voice their perspectives regarding course content. Informed disagreement is both anticipated and welcomed. Alternative points of view should be offered and received with respect and courtesy. As social workers, you must be able to accept diversity of ideas and differences of opinion. You are expected to be respectful and to show courtesy in interactions with fellow students and the professor.
Assignments. Due dates for all assignments are noted above and have been added to the Canvas course calendar. Late assignments will not be accepted without prior approval of instructor. Assignments will be submitted via our Canvas course site. Assignments should adhere to the assignment template provided. 
Specifications for Written Materials. All class work must be submitted as an MS Word file, following standard English grammar rules, and correct use of APA Style (below). If you are using a word processing package other than MS Word, please save your file as either a Word document or an “rtf” document. 
IMPORTANT: All written assignments must adhere to APA guidelines (American Psychological Association Style Manual, 7th ed.). This includes the following: 
· One-inch margins (top, bottom, and side);
· Double-spacing;
· Paragraph indentation;
· Standard 12-point font type (e.g., Times New Roman, Arial);
· Left justification of text (do not use full justification); and
· Use of appropriate headings & subheadings and bullets & numbering to increase readability. 
Support for writing assistance is available at the Julia N. Visor Academic Center, located in Vrooman, room 12 (between Manchester & Hewitt dorms). The Center provides free, one-on-one writing assistance for any course. Students can receive help with brainstorming, outlining, drafting, revising, references & citations, and grammar.
Document Naming Conventions. Please adhere to all guidelines for submission of assignments, including file naming conventions. Points will be deducted from assignments not submitted correctly. 
E-mail Policy. Email all communications to my ilstu account (smertens@ilstu.edu). I check email on a regular basis and will make every effort to respond within 24 hours to e-mails sent Monday through Friday. If I have not responded to you within 48 hours, please resend your message. I generally do not respond to course emails on the weekend. 
Course Evaluation. During the last week of class, you will be encouraged to complete a course evaluation form. More information about evaluations will be provided near the end of the course. 
Incompletes. In extreme circumstances, such as death in the immediate family or a hospitalized illness, a grade of Incomplete may be given. A student must have a passing grade at that time AND must meet attendance requirements to submit a request for an Incomplete. Official documentation is necessary to verify the need for the Incomplete. Additionally, a written agreement will outline the requirements the student must fulfill and the due dates for completing those requirements in order to obtain a grade for the course. Incompletes will not be given for the following: vacations, social engagements, job conflicts. Incompletes are subject to both instructor and dean approval and are NOT automatic. 
Special Needs. Any student needing to arrange a reasonable accommodation for a documented disability should contact the office of Student Access and Accommodation Services, 350 Fell Hall, 438-5853 (voice), 438-8620 (TDD). 
Use of ChatGPT & Generative AI Technology. The use of generative AI tools such as ChatGPT or Adobe Firefly is not permitted to support the completion of any assigned work. Use of a generative AI tool to complete assigned work in whole or in part may be referred under the Code of Student Conduct academic dishonesty provisions for further action by the Dean of Students Office.
Academic Integrity & Plagiarism. You are expected to maintain a strict policy of academic honesty at all times; this is not negotiable it is simply part of being a professional teacher/researcher. Penalties for plagiarism or knowingly providing false information to the university exemplify academic dishonesty and will result in a failing grade for this course. There will be no exceptions; this policy will be strictly enforced. Violations of academic integrity include, but are not limited to, cheating or aiding cheating or other acts of academic dishonesty, plagiarism, misrepresentation of data, falsification of academic records or documents, and unauthorized access to computerized academic or administrative records or systems. Please refer to Illinois State University’s Code of Student Conduct (pp. 27-29) for a more detailed description of academic integrity. 
Plagiarizing or cheating will not be tolerated. All students are expected to do their own work. You are expected to quote or paraphrase material and provide references for any information that you have used. Plagiarism is the presenting of others’ ideas as if they were your own. When you write a paper, create a project, make a presentation, or create anything original, it is assumed that all the work, except for what is attributed to another author or creator, is your own. Plagiarism is considered a serious academic offense and may take the following forms: 
· Copying word-for-word from another source and not citing/crediting that source;  
· Paraphrasing the work of another and not citing/crediting that source; 
· Adopting a particularly phrase as your own;
· Paraphrasing someone else’s line of thinking in the development of a topic as if it were your own;
· Using an image or copy of an image without citing/crediting its source; and
· Receiving excessive help from a friend or using another project as if it were your own. 
Note that word-for-word copying is not the only form of plagiarism. The penalties for plagiarism may be severe, ranging from failure on the particular piece of work, failure for the course or expulsion from school in extreme cases. 
Thank you for your cooperation!
	Disclaimer – Syllabus and Course Calendar: If changes to this syllabus, course calendar, assignments, or assessments become necessary, you will be informed as soon as possible. The instructor reserves the discretion to make changes to enhance effective instruction and learning.



