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This handbook is intended for Bachelor’s level or foundation Master’s level courses on theories 

of human behavior. It consist of educational resources that I composed to assist my teaching, 

including presentation outlines, assignments, an example of a syllabus, and supplemental 

materials. I developed the resources over a period of thirty-five years teaching human behavior 

courses (about 1984 to 2019). I am making the materials available open access so that students 

and instructors can draw on them to support their learning and teaching. 

Of course, the syllabus, readings, and other supportive materials should be updated regularly. I 

updated the course and tailored it to current events and professional concerns every time I taught 

it. My co-authors and I (led by the first author) last updated the textbook (by Robbins, 

Chatterjee, Canda, & Leibowitz) in 2019 for the fourth edition. Perhaps there will be another 

edition. 

Most of these resources are concise outlines and comments, rather than full expositions. 

Readings in the textbook and other publications, including those of myself and closely affiliated 

colleagues, are referred to throughout for more expansive explanations. In particular, lecture 

outlines and assignments were developed to complement the following textbook: 

Robbins, S. P., Chatterjee, P., Canda, E. R., & Leibowitz, G. S. (2019). Contemporary 

human behavior theory: A critical perspective for social work, fourth edition. New York: 

Pearson. [Referred to by the acronym CHBT.] 

Note that the publisher (Pearson) makes available to instructors using the textbook various other 

resources, including an instructor guide and presentation materials. The presentation outlines in 

this handbook are different from materials in the publisher’s resources. 

The textbook and course are both designed to offer an introduction to a wide range of schools of 

theory, along with representative theorists and social work applications. Theories are presented in 

both the textbook and lectures in ways that facilitate comparison and critical reflection for their 

insights and limitations that can shape social work practice in ways that may be beneficial or 

harmful for clients. Often human behavior courses have been organized according to stages of 

the life span. However, this course design approaches life span theories as one kind of theory 

among others; they are presented but they are critiqued in the same way as all theories. 

The example syllabus in this handbook is based on a blended format MSW course offered in 

2019. Blended format means that about half of the sessions were held in-person in a classroom 

setting and about half the sessions were online with assignments that allowed students to them on 

a flexible schedule. Hopefully, this will make the syllabus easily adaptable for other formats, 

including in-person and online (virtual). 

For in-person sessions (each about 3 hours), during the first half of the semester (about 15 weeks 

long), most of the time was devoted to lecture and discussion facilitated by learning exercises. 

During the second half of the semester, in-person sessions emphasized presentations by students 

as individuals or in small teams, based on products resulting from assignments. Student-led 
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presentations tailored content to students’ interests, priorities, and perspectives. This shaped the 

course significantly. 

During online sessions, I interacted with students by email or virtually as needed. The in-person 

sessions helped the instructor and students to get to know each other well and to establish a 

climate of mutual respect and collaboration. The online sessions gave students an opportunity to 

express their views one-on-one with the instructor, which often facilitated more in-depth and 

detailed communications by students. 

Outlines for lectures are organized according an introduction to the nature of theories (Chapter 

1), meta system theories that emphasize understanding of meso and macro social and natural 

environmental systems (Chapter 2), empowerment oriented theories (Chapter 3), and theories of 

personality, including behavioral, psychosocial, cognitive, and transpersonal (Chapter 4). These 

kinds of theories complement each other, as discussed in Chapter 14 of CHBT. When I presented 

lectures, I inserted sections from the relevant content outline into Power Point slides and added 

photographs and images and online videos to illustrate points. 

Please note that the outlines of key ideas for theories focus on the work of foundational thinkers 

(e.g., for Psychosocial Theory, Erikson and Freud; for Cognitive Theory, Piaget, etc.). The 

textbook elaborates their ideas as well as more contemporary theorists who continue the 

foundational ideas and also challenge them. Further, the textbook includes many more theories 

(e.g., varieties of feminist theories and theories about LGBTQ+ development). The assignments 

for readings and writings and class discussion ensure that students are engaged with the full 

range of theories in the textbook.  

Additional resources are provided in the appendices. Appendix A includes a sample syllabus. 

Appendix B provides supplemental materials for assignments. Appendix C offers an exercise for 

comparative analysis of three theories. Appendix D provides detailed instructions and examples 

for designing a mandala of personal and professional growth based on insights from theories. 

Appendix E includes a selection of my publications that relate to lecture content about cultural 

and spiritual diversity. 

Infusing Spirituality into the Course Design 
The design of this course illustrates one way to infuse the often-neglected topic of spirituality 

into a course that is commonly included in social work curricula at Bachelor’s and Master’s 

levels. Indeed, spirituality and religion have very often been viewed as relevant to the human 

behavior theory component of social work education since the first educational standards 

established in the 1950s.1 This course promotes inclusion of spirituality by linking it to several 

 
1 Canda, E. R., Oxhandler, Holly K., Husain, A., Polson, E. C., Wolfer, T. A., Sheridan, M. J., Jacobsen, J. & 
Hardy, K. (2023): Insights from a CSWE Summit for Critical Conversations on religion, faith, and spirituality in 
social work education. Journal of Social Work Education, 59(3), 635-653. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10437797.2023.2235224. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10437797.2023.2235224
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elements that have been included in educational standards over the past seven decades: 

spirituality as an aspect of the whole person, spirituality as an aspect of human development, 

religion and spirituality as aspects of the social environment, religion and spirituality as diversity 

characteristics intersecting with other diversity characteristics, and ethical mandates not to 

practice negative discrimination based on the religious or spiritual perspectives of clients. I have 

addressed these through several educational methods: 

• The course syllabus and explanation of the approach to theories addresses spirituality in 

relation to a holistic view of the person/environment, affirmation of strengths, and 

nondiscrimination. 

• The CHBT textbook explains how every school of theory addresses religion and spirituality 

along with its strengths and limitations. 

• Assignments are structured to promote knowledge linked to self-reflection and implications 

for application to social work practice and activities to promote personal and professional 

growth of students, including spirituality as relevant. 

• The activity for creating a mandala of personal and professional development based on 

insights from human behavior theories explicitly integrates spirituality within domains of 

life. See Appendix D. 

• Including examples and modules related to culturally and spiritually diverse worldviews to 

provide alternatives to the conventional Western theories of human behavior commonly used 

in American social work. See Appendix E. 

• Incorporating modules on topics that link a theory to practice, via instructor’s presentation or 

use of online videos, such as culturally appropriate and spiritually sensitive applications of 

mindfulness based cognitive therapies. 

• Each in-person class session began with a brief experiential exercise for relaxation, centering, 

and mindfulness. The sessions and readings on cognitive theories and transpersonal theories 

addressed meditation and mindfulness in more detail.2 Following are some suggestions for 

facilitating experiential exercises suited to public universities. 

Experiential activities can be challenging and provocative. So, they should be well planned and 

facilitated.  

• Establish values for professional respectful communication and rapport.  

• Be inclusive, respectful, and humble in attitude and behavior.  

• Obtain explicit oral consensus in the group regarding support for experiential learning. 

• Allow for degrees of participation by comfort level in specific exercises by explaining each 

ahead of time, asking for questions, allowing for private expressions of discomfort or 

 
 
2 The following guidelines were adapted by permission from: Canda, E. R. (2020). A Guide for Teaching About 
Spiritual Diversity in Social Work. Lawrence, KS: Spiritual Diversity and Social Work Initiative, The University of 
Kansas. https://hdl.handle.net/1808/32554.  
 

https://hdl.handle.net/1808/32554
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concern, and indicating when students have an option for simply observing versus full 

engagement.  

• Explore guidelines for trauma-informed experiential practices, such as meditation, 

mindfulness, and yoga. 

• De-link classroom exercises from religious origins, if any. Do not require direct participation 

in any religion specific activity.  

• Attend to issues of ethically and culturally appropriate use of activities that might be derived 

from or inspired by religious and spiritual traditions, such as mindfulness (Canda, 2021).3 

  

  

 
3 For example, see the video: Canda, E. R. (February 18, 2021). Culturally and ethically appropriate use of 
Buddhist derived mindfulness practices in professional social work. North America Session on Indigenous 
Social Work Education and Practice, 5th International Academic Forum 2021 (online), Asian Research 
Institute for International Social Work, Shukutoku University, Japan. Also, moderator for this session with 
Dean Michael Yellow Bird of University of Manitoba Faculty of Social Work (on neurodecolonization) and Prof. 
Nicole Ives, McGill University School of Social Work (on developing Indigenous social work education 
programs), Canada. Video available at: https://youtu.be/LcngpMMF9i0. Canda presentation is 3rd. 
  

https://youtu.be/LcngpMMF9i0
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Chapter One 

The Nature of Theory 
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See CHBT, Chapter 1. 

Recommended Supplemental Reading: 

Nicotera, A. (2018). Teaching Note—Circle of insight: A paradigm and pedagogy for 

liberation social justice social work education. Journal of Social Work Education, 54(2), 

384-391. 

 

Robbins, S. P., Chatterjee, P., & Canda, E. R. (1999). Ideology, scientific theory, and 

social work practice. Families in Society, 80(4), 374-384. https://doi.org/10.1606/1044-

3894.1217 https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/handle/1808/10370 

 

Definition and Uses of Scientific Theory 
“A theory is a set of logically related conceptual propositions that describes, explains, and 

predicts phenomena.” 

Discuss with students the pros and cons of this definition. 

Uses of Theories 

• Description of phenomena. 

• Explanation of functioning and causes of events. 

• Prediction of likely outcomes of behaviors, events, and social work practices. 

• Prescription, i.e., providing guidance for how to practice social work. 

• Proscription, i.e., providing guidance for how not to practice social work. 

• Mind expansion, i.e., expanding ways of understanding possibilities for human behavior 

and potential. 

Considering Relative Strengths of A Theory 

 

• Ability to help us to perform any of the previously mentioned functions, especially for 

social work purposes. 

• Insights provided by philosophical underpinnings and implications for social work. 

• Consistency with social work values. 

• Opens avenues for empirical and philosophical inquiry. 

• Extent of empirical support. 

 

https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/handle/1808/10370
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Common Controversial Assumptions Embedded in Theories 

• Determinism. 

• Psychodynamic 

• Genetic 

• Environmental 

• Spiritual   

 

• Reductionism. 

 

• Teleology. 

Approaches to Use of Theories in Practice 

• Dogmatism or absolutism. 

• Undisciplined eclecticism. 

• Unreflective, uncritical, habitual, or mandated. 

• Rejection of theory. 

• Reflective, creative, ethically responsible use. 

 

 

Theoretical Controversies in the Shift to Postmodern Thought 

Modernist Assumptions Postmodern Responses 

Positivism Critiques of Positivism 

Reductionism Holism 

Linearity Complexity 

Causality Dynamism 

Egoism Multi-perspectivism 

Ethnocentrism Multi/Transculturality 

Patriarchy Egalitarian 

Humanocentrism Deep Ecological View 

Authoritarianism/ Expert Control Empowerment/Participatory Decision Making 

 

Caution: 

“The map is not the territory.” 

 (saying attributed to anthropologist Gregory Bateson) 
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Criteria for Evaluating Human Behavior Theories for Social Work 
Note: These criteria help guide critical thinking about theories throughout the course. They are 

also useful for all assignments! 

• Criteria Regarding Quality of the Form/Composition of a Theory. 

• Logical and coherent relation between propositions. 

• Parsimony (simplicity and elegance). 

• Comprehensiveness. 

• Clarity of concepts. 

• Heuristic (insight-generating) potential. 

• Explanatory and predictive power. 

• Usefulness as language for professional discourse. 

 

• Criteria Regarding Support for the Theory by Empirical Evidence. 

• Concepts are operationalized or clearly stated. 

• Relevant hypotheses or propositions are falsifiable. 

• Relevant hypotheses or propositions are verifiable or supportable. 

• Quantitative and qualitative forms of empirical evidence support the theory. 

• Criteria Regarding Fit of the Theory with Professional Purposes and Values. 

• To what extent can the theory guide understanding of: 

• Universals or commonalities in human experience. 

• Particularities and diversities among individuals and cultures. 

• Body, mind, spirit. 

• Environmental influences. 

• Human/Nature inter-connectedness. 
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• Wholeness. 

• Human development at all system levels. 

• Sociocultural dynamics. 

• Local and global perspectives. 

• Experience of personal challenges and strengths. 

• Experience of injustice and empowerment. 

• Optimal human potential. 

• Application to social work practice at various system levels. 

• The value base and implications of the theory itself. 

• Ways to engage in critical reflection on the theory itself. 

 

Components of Theories 

Outline used to organize key concepts for meta systems theories. 

• Axiology: fundamental values and guiding principles 

• Ontology: assumptions about human nature and reality 

• Epistemology: standards for knowing, understanding 

• Methodology: principles of design for research and helping activities 

• Practice relevance and applications: guidelines for implementation 

Outline used to organize key concepts for personality theories. 4 

• Core of Personality: universal tendencies and characteristics of human nature 

 
4 Adapted concepts of core and periphery  from Salvadore R. Maddi (1989). Personality Theories: A 
Comparative Analysis. Dorsey Press. 
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• Development: processes and phases of individual formation; core of personality as 

shaped by various influences to yield periphery of personality 

• Periphery of Personality: personal typology or manifestations of individual traits 

• Social work application 

o Main concern guiding practice 

o Goals of practice 

o Specific approaches and techniques for practice 

o Research based support 
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Chapter Two 

Meta Systems Theories 
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‘Meta Systems’ Theories refers to theories that emphasize systemic and holistic perspectives on 

human behavior, including multiple system levels (i.e., micro, meso, macro). They often focus on 

large scale socio-cultural systems. 

See CHBT, Chapter 2. 

Recommended Supplemental Readings: 

Besthorn, F. H., & Canda, E. R. (2002). Revisioning environment: Deep ecology for 

education and teaching in social work. Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 22(1/2), 79-

101.  

Besthorn, F. H. (2012). Deep Ecology's contributions to social work: A ten‐year 

retrospective. International Journal of Social Welfare, 21:3, 248-259.   

Canda, E. R., Furman, L. D., & Canda, H. (2020). Spiritual diversity in social work 

practice: The heart of helping, third edition. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Chapters 7 and 13. 

Jacobs, Gae Ho Hwako Norma, with Leduc. T. (Editor) (2022). Ǫ da gaho dḛ:s: 

Reflecting on our Journeys. McGill-Queen’s University Press. 

Kang, J., Lesorogol, C., & Fabbre, V. (2024). Beyond Disposable Social Work and 

Towards Ecosocial Work: An Ethnographic Case Study of Jjokbang-chon in Seoul, S. 

Korea. Critical Social Work, 25(1). 

Leduc, T. (2020). Falling with Heron: Kaswen:ta teachings on our roughening waters. 

Social and Cultural Geography, 21(7), 925-939. 

Leduc, T. (2018). “Let us continue free as the air”: Reconciling social work education to 

Indigenous lands. Journal of Social Work Education, 54(3), 412-425. 

Lee, S. & Northcut, T. B. (2024). The ecospiritual approach for the advancement of social 

work: A concept and practice of ‘interconnectedness’ in Won Buddhism. Journal of 

Religion & Spirituality in Social Work: Social Thought, 1-21. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15426432.2024.2384381 

Basic Systems Theories Concepts 
• System 

• Organismic 

• Holon 

• Boundary 

• Open system 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15426432.2024.2384381
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• Closed system 

• Entropy 

• Negentropy 

• Synergy 

 

• Input 

• Throughput 

• Output 

• Focal system 

• Subsystem 

• Suprasystem 

• Encompassing 

• Collateral 

 

• See Figures 2.1&2 in CHBT 
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Parson’s Structural Functionalism/General Theory of Action (GTA) 
Axiology 

• Conservatism (literally, conserving/preserving a social system’s survival and status quo) 

• Utilitarianism 

• Limited pluralism 

• Compromise: Prioritizing top/down power and control with privileging of the most 

powerful in negotiations  

 

Ontology 

• Classical science 

• Organismic society 

• Parsons’ AGIL Model: Functional requisites for maintaining equilibrium 

• Adaptation: coping with external demands by obtaining resources from the 

environment  

• E.g., increasing community need leads to hiring more case workers 

• Goal Attainment: prioritizing goals and mobilizing resources to achieve them 

• E.g., sending job announcements and recruiters to nearby social work 

MSW programs  

• Integration: coordinating internal system components 

• E.g., training new staff and assigning to work duties 
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• Latency (or pattern maintenance): maintaining system members’ 

motivation and managing internal tensions, e.g., socialization and social 

control 

• E.g., performing job performance evaluations   

Epistemology 

• Rational 

• Empirical 

• Deductive/inductive 

 

Methodology 

• Scientific 

• Neopositivist 

 

Practice for Change 

• Reactive 

• Incremental 

• Homeostatic 

• Negotiation 

• Compromise 

• Yet, equilibration is possible (i.e., incremental change sometimes leading to 

breakthroughs) 

Social Work Applications 

• Influences many generic ‘systems’ approaches and the ‘life model’ or ‘ecological model’ 

of Germain and Gitterman 

• Clinical practice focusing on helping people to cope, adapt, fit in; reducing ‘symptoms’ 

• Use of genograms and ecomaps to understand the person in environment 

• Administrative management of human service organizations emphasizing executive 

leadership, division of labor, and rational goal setting 
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Marxian Dialectical Conflict Theory 
See CHBT, Chapter 3. 

Axiology 

• Socialism 

• Communist egalitarianism 

• Radical divergence 

• Social justice 

Ontology 

• Dialectical materialism: thesis, antithesis, synthesis 

• Historical determinism 

• Economic, political determinism 

• Social development from ‘primitive communism’ to feudalism to capitalism to socialism 

to communism 

Epistemology 

• Rational, empirical 

• Dialectical, synthetic 

Methodology 

• Scientific 

• Analyzing material socio-economic conditions 

 

Practice for Change 

• Proactive 

• Radical 

• Polarization of opposing interests 

• Inevitable revolution under conditions of intractable oppression 

• Consciousness raising 

• Influences on Social Work 
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• historical influence on concerns with economic and social justice 

• but current American social work rarely uses Marxian thought explicitly 

• cautions that polarizing social change activities can cause harmful divisiveness, 

social chaos, and violence, contrary to social work ethics 
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Dynamic Systems Theory (aka General Systems Theory) 
See CHBT, Chapter 2. 

Axiology 

• Egalitarianism 

• Creative convergence 

• Mutuality 

• Diversity 

 

Ontology 

• Holistic systems science 

• Perspectivism: reality is complex; understanding of reality is shaped by perspectives 

• Dynamism: reality involves constant change of various kinds 

• Dynamic metaphors for change 

• Yin/yang 

• Natural flow and transformation 

• Synergizing insights from functional and conflict theories 

Epistemology 

• Rational, empirical 

• Intuitive 

• Synergistic 

• Heuristic 

Methodology 

• Holistic sciences 

• Use of creative abilities, artistic expression 

Practice for Change 

• Transactive 
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• Transformative 

• Homeokinesis (morphostasis and morphogenesis) 

• Continuous flux of various kinds 

• Daoistic change approach 

• Maslow; strengths perspective; win/win solutions 

Examples of social work-related developments 

• Holistic bio-psycho-social-spiritual natural environmental assessment 

• Dynamic family therapies, such as by Virginia Satir 

• Restorative justice work in corrections systems and macro national reconciliation work 

(e.g., post-apartheid truth and reconciliation process in South Africa) 

• Holistic and humanistic approaches to organizational administration 
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Ecophilosophy 

(converged insights of deep ecology and ecofeminism) 

See CHBT, Chapter 2. 

Axiology  

 

• Envisioning the planet as a whole living system 

• Value openness 

• Creative mutuality 

• Transculturality 

• Nonviolence 

• Special human responsibility 

• Compassion and respect for all beings 

Ontology  

• Holistic systems science: dynamic reality 

• Perspectivism 

• Ecological self 

• Nature/human wholeness 

• Transpersonal identity 

• Gaia 

Epistemology  

 

• Synergizing sensing, feeling, intuiting, thinking 

• Deep questioning 

• Empathy with all 
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• Joining local and global perspectives 

 

Inquiry Methodology 

• Holistic and heuristic research methodologies 

• Many ways of knowing applied, emphasizing creativity 

• Meditation and awareness training 

• Experiential explorations 

 

Social Action Methodology 

 

• Facilitative change (Daoistic, Maslow) 

• Win/win solutions 

• ‘Seven generations’ planning (Indigenous) 

• Nonviolent proactivity: satyagraha (Gandhian ‘truth force’) 

• Sustainable development 

• Considering local and global ecosystems: human and nonhuman 

 

Relevance to Social Work Practice 

• Sustainable practice in human service organizations 

• Artistic and creative practices that engage the whole person, such as art and music 

therapy, yoga 

• Challenging environmental racism 

• Eden alternative for senior living communities 

• Wilderness therapy 

• Global human rights 

• Ecojustice (environmental justice) 

• Addressing environmental racism 

Discussion Exercise: 

• Innovating for whole environmental awareness in your agency 
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• Individual staff actions within agency, such as recycling 

• Setting organizational policies after energy or carbon imprint audit 

• Specific helping practices that draw on healing qualities of human/nature 

connection 

• Administrative style of considering the natural environment 

• Impact on local community and natural environment, such as urban gardening 
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Bowen Family Systems Theory 
 

Summary adapted from: Papero, D. V. (1990). Bowen family systems theory. Allyn and Bacon. 

 

Axiology 

• Promoting healthy (functional) behavior via family dynamics 

• Functional families combine nurturance of members with support of children toward 

independence and self-responsibility 

• Functional families are able to adapt to changes in environment 

• Differentiation of self 

• Differentiation between emotional and intellectual processes 

Ontology 

• Human nature is a participation in nature and evolution of all things 

• Human functioning is systemic 

• Family system is the primary unit of human life and functioning 

• Emotional process, based on instinct, is central to family functioning 

Epistemology 

• Scientific method applied to theory and clinical practice 

• Focus analysis on systemic processes and patterns in family 

Inquiry Methodology 

• Genograms used to identify structure, patterns, and time changes in family relationships 

• Therapeutic discussion of genograms 

• Engage in family discussions to explore the concepts in the practice section 
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Family Therapy Methodology Concepts 

• Level of differentiation of self: the degree to which the individual keeps 

intellectual and emotional functioning separate, can choose between them to 

guide behavior, and can set life goals in a carefully thought through manner 

• Emotional cutoff: managing emotional attachments by intrapsychic and/or 

physical distancing 

• Triangulation: When anxiety exists in a partner relationship, a third party is 

brought into the relationship to defuse the anxiety (but causes role confusion)   

• Nuclear family emotional process: Patterns of parental relating, based on 

interaction between their levels of differentiation, that may affect children; 

emotional distance; marital conflict 

• Family projection process: Patterns of parental problems that draw in children 

• Multigenerational transmission process: Family dynamics transmitted 

intergenerationally 

• Promote differentiation of self, including sensitivity to others 

• Teach about family system functioning 

• Use an “I position” that states one’s own position in differentiation from family, 

but without judging the family 

• Careful self observation and control of own reactivity 

• Relate to family without triangulating 

• Remain neutral, i.e., convey importance of each person in family 
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Chapter Three 

Empowerment Oriented Theories 
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Social Work Empowerment Theory 
See CHBT, Chapters 4, 5. 

Recommended Supplemental Readings: 

Bartle, E. E., Couchonnal, G., Canda, E. R., & Staker, M. D. (2002). Empowerment as a 

dynamically developing concept for practice: Lessons learned from organizational 

ethnography. Social Work, 47(1), 32-43.  

Canda, E. R. (2020). My sojourn with the strengths perspective: Growth and 

transformation through crisis, illness, and disability. In A. Mendenhall & M. Carney 

(Eds.). Rooted in Strengths: Celebrating the Strengths Perspective in Social Work. 

Lawrence, KS: The University of Kansas School of Social Welfare and KU 

Library/ScholarWorks. http://hdl.handle.net/1808/30023.  E-book chapter: 

https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/bitstream/handle/1808/30272/24_Rooted%20in%20Streng

ths_revisedMay2020.pdf?sequence=5&isAllowed=y. 

Clarke, K. & Yellow Bird, M. (2021). Decolonizing Pathways towards Integrative 

Healing in Social Work. Routledge. 

https://library.oapen.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/50457/9781351846288.pdf?sequ

ence=1 

Pyles, L. (2018). Healing Justice: Holistic Self-Care for Change Makers. Routledge. 

Pyles, L. (2024) Progressive Community Organizing: Transformative Practice in a 

Globalizing World, 3rd ed. Routledge. 

Starnino, V. R., Gomi, S., & Canda, E. R. (2014). Spiritual strengths assessment in mental 

health practice. British Journal of Social Work, 1-19.  

  

http://hdl.handle.net/1808/30023.
https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/bitstream/handle/1808/30272/24_Rooted%20in%20Strengths_revisedMay2020.pdf?sequence=5&isAllowed=y
https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/bitstream/handle/1808/30272/24_Rooted%20in%20Strengths_revisedMay2020.pdf?sequence=5&isAllowed=y
https://library.oapen.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/50457/9781351846288.pdf?sequence=1
https://library.oapen.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/50457/9781351846288.pdf?sequence=1
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Marxian Contributions 

• Dynamics of stratification and oppression 

• Struggle and conflict can move society toward social justice 

• Impact of alienation on individuals and groups (false consciousness) 

Feminist Contributions 

• Dynamics of patriarchy and gender oppression 

• The personal is political 

• Impact of patriarchy on women's personal development and social position 

 

• Note varieties of feminist positions 

 

Ontology 

• Social stratification and oppression  

• Personal powerlessness  

• Power blocks 

• Indirect power blocks are mediated by significant others throughout personal 

development.  (a) indirect/primary--negative valuations are incorporated into 

family processes and self development, (b) indirect/secondary--‘a’ inhibits 

development of interpersonal and technical skills, (c) indirect/tertiary--‘a and b’ 

reduce effectiveness in performing valued social roles. 

• Direct power blocks are applied directly by agent of major social institutions. (a) 

direct/primary--e.g., inadequate health resources lead to poor community health; 

(b) direct/secondary--e.g., opportunities for skill development are impeded by 

limitations on educational resources; (c) direct/tertiary--e.g., valued social roles 

are denied or resources to enact them are restricted. 

• Strengths, resources, and capacity for liberation 

 Epistemology 

• Critical consciousness 

• identification with others;  

• reduction of self-blame;  

• development of sense of personal freedom;  
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• focus on understanding dynamics of oppression and strategies for liberation 

• Understanding based on  

• standpoint, 

•  consciousness raising dialogue,  

• and praxis 

Methodology for Inquiry 

• Consciousness raising dialogue  

• Listening to the oppressed  

• Social action, participatory research 

Methodology for Social Action 

• Worker serves as resource, sensitizer, teacher, cooperator, coworker  

• Establishing solidarity and mutual support  

• Power analysis  

• Increasing individual self-esteem and self-efficacy 

• Develop skills for problem solving, social action, daily life, self-advocacy 

• Empowerment should not imply paternalistic ‘giving power to’ or ‘imposing 

power on’ or ‘blaming for powerlessness’ 

• It implies ‘power with’—collaborative power sharing, synergy, and amplification. 

• Power dynamics between practitioners, researchers, participants/consumers, other 

stakeholders, and social context are addressed honestly. 
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A Transcultural Perspective for Social Work 
See CHBT, Chapter 6. 

Recommended Supplemental Reading: 

Al-Krenawi, A. (2017). Building peace through knowledge. Springer. 

Canda, E. R. (2024). A transcultural perspective on social work with cultural and 

spiritual diversity. Lawrence, KS: The University of Kansas Libraries. 

https://hdl.handle.net/1808/35577.  

Zangeneh, M. & Al-Krenawi, A. (2019). Culture, diversity and mental health - 

Enhancing clinical practice. Springer. 

  

What is culture? 

• A systematic and organized pattern of symbols, values, beliefs, and behaviors shared by a 

group and transmitted over time 

• Culture of 

• Societies 

• Families 

• Religions 

• Other affiliation groups, e.g., deaf culture, social work profession, human 

Service Organizations 

• Cautions about making assumptions across cultural and spiritual perspectives 

• Joy of cross-cultural learning and immersion 

• Example of the Mystery of the Billiken 

• Gomi, S., & Canda, E. R. (2012). The Billiken: Bringer of good luck and 

cultural competence. Reflections: Narratives of Professional Helping, 

18(1), 73-82. https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/handle/1808/32553. 

Alternatives for Intercultural Relations 

Hazards of 

• Ethnocentrism 

• Racism 

https://hdl.handle.net/1808/35577
https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/handle/1808/32553
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• Discrimination 

• Oppression 

• Colonialism 

• Genocide 

 

• Melting pot or salad bowl? 

• Enculturation 

• False consciousness: manifest destiny 

• Assimilation and separatism, voluntary or induced 

• Beyond cultural pluralism and acculturation 

Example: Background of Indian Child Welfare Act of 1978 

Modes of Intercultural Relations for Social Workers 

• Monoculturality:  restricted to 1 culture 

• Marginality:  disconnected in-between cultures 

• Biculturality:  respectful, competent, and comfortable connectedness between 2 

cultures 

• Multiculturality: 

▪ respectful, competent, comfortable connectedness between multiple 

cultures 

 

 

                                         

                                              

                                        
                                            

                 

                                 

                     

                



35 
 

 

See 

Canda, E. R. (2024). A transcultural perspective on social work with cultural and 

spiritual diversity. Lawrence, KS: The University of Kansas Libraries. Open access 

ebook: https://hdl.handle.net/1808/35577.  

 

Cultural Competence and Humility 

• Process, not an end state 

• Cultural humility 

Guidelines for Use of Interpreters 

• Importance of establishing language banks and cross-training for social workers and 

interpreters 

• Main styles of interpreting 

• Simultaneous 

                

      

        

     

                                   

                     

                   

                        

            

                     

                     

https://hdl.handle.net/1808/35577
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• Summary 

• Consecutive (most commonly feasible and thorough in social work) 

• Use of pre-session planning and post-session de-briefing 

See 

Canda, E. R. (2024). Concise Introduction to Qualitative Research for Social Work. 

Lawrence, KS: Spiritual Diversity and Social Work Initiative, The University of Kansas. 

(p. 56). 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/386873491_CONCISE_INTRODUCTION_TO

_QUALITATIVE_RESEARCH_FOR_SOCIAL_WORK 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                       
                                                                       

                                                          
                    

                                  

                                          

                                           

                               

                                       

                                        

                                      

                          

                      

                          

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/386873491_CONCISE_INTRODUCTION_TO_QUALITATIVE_RESEARCH_FOR_SOCIAL_WORK
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/386873491_CONCISE_INTRODUCTION_TO_QUALITATIVE_RESEARCH_FOR_SOCIAL_WORK
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Chapter Four 

Theories of Personality 
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Behaviorism (Skinner) and  
Social learning Theory (Bandura) 
See CHBT, Chapter 12. 

Core 

• Tendency 

• S=Skinner: To respond to and be shaped by environmental stimuli 

• B=Bandura: To cognitively construe stimuli and to self-reinforce 

 

• Characteristics 

• Not specified 

Development 

• S: Developmental characteristics are shaped by classical conditioning: 

• Respondent (classical) conditioning: associating an artificial stimulus with a 

natural or innate stimulus-response pattern (e.g., Pavlov’s dog) 

• S: Focus on the ways that developmental characteristics are shaped by operant 

conditioning: 

• Operant Conditioning: applying reinforcers to responses in order to control 

emission of behavior, e.g., 

• Positive reinforcement: rewarding a behavior to increase it 

• Negative reinforcement: removing an unpleasant stimulus in order to 

increase a behavior 

• Punishment: applying an unpleasant stimulus to decrease a behavior 

• Partial reinforcement: intermittent reinforcement schedule to extend 

resistence to extinction of response  

• B: Developmental characteristics are shaped by classical and operant conditioning, but 

more strongly by: 

• Observational learning 

• Self-reinforcement 

• Needs and cognitive interpretations of observer and attracting characteristics of 

observed model 

Periphery 
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• S: No character types specified, although does consider resistance to extinction and 

generalization of stimulus/response 

• B: Recognizes that people vary in behavioral and interpretive strategies and internal vs 

external locus of control 

Social Work Application 

• Concern:  

• to promote unlearning of undesirable behaviors and learning of desirable 

behaviors (including, for Bandura, cognitive mediation of behaviors)  

• Goals 

• To maximize effective behavior of client that is satisfying to both client and 

people in their social context 

 

• Practices 

• Identify desirable and undesirable behaviors and consequences, including s/r links 

(with environment and in cognition) 

 

• Establish therapeutic contract for change, including conditioning techniques 

 

• Implement conditioning (direct, observational, and self directed) and measure 

outcomes 

 

• Revise contract as needed 

 

• E.g., systematic desensitization for anxiety; modeling; increasing internal locus of 

control and self-efficacy, self-esteem; overcoming learned helplessness 

 

• Research 

• Emphasizes research methods that use precise operationalization of relevant 

behaviors, experimentation, and quantitative measurement of outcomes 

• Empirical support for classical and operant conditioning principles 

• Empirical support for importance of internal cognitive mediation of 

stimulus/response 

• Empirical support for effectiveness of behavioral therapies in many situations, 

especially when joined with cognitive aspect (e.g., anxiety management, 

improving self-esteem) 
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• Strict classical and operant forms of behaviorism are criticized for being 

reductionist and deterministic and for not addressing human creativity 

• Risk of expert control approach raises questions about human rights and strengths 

approaches (e.g., aversive conditioning) 
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Psychodynamic Theories:  
Freud (pychosexual) and Erikson (psychosocial) 
See CGBT, Chapters 7, 8.  

 

Core 

• Tendency 

• F (Freud)= to maximize instinctual gratification, minimize punishment and 

guilt 

• E (Erikson)= plus conflict free functioning for creativity 

• Requires compromise between individual needs and community welfare 

• Characteristics 

• F=focus on id with control by ego and superego 

• E= focus on ego as rational function 

• Id= biological instincts (self-preservation, death, and libido); pleasure principle; 

primary process thinking; personal unconscious 

• Ego= mediator between id, superego, environment; exectuive function; reality 

principle; ego defenses 

• Superego= internalized social standards of guilt, shame, punishment; ‘conscience’ 

principle 

Development 

• F= id innate; ego emerges from id; superego emerges from ego in early childhood 

• E= same; portion of ego is innate 

• Successful development requires successful resolution of life tasks (E) or realistic 

satisfaction of needs (F) at each stage; risk of fixation (arresting of growth) at a stage by 

indulgence, deprivation, trauma 

• Epigenetic Developmental stages with outcome virtues (Erikson) 

• Age 1: Trust/mistrust = hope 

• Age 2: autonomy vs shame & doubt = will power 

• Age 3-5: initiative vs guilt = purpose 

• Age 6 to puberty: industry vs inferiority = competence 

• Adolescence: identity vs role confusion = fidelity 

• Young adulthood: intimacy vs isolation = love 

• Middle adulthood: generativity vs stagnation = care 

• Older adulthood: integrity vs despair = wisdom 

Periphery 

• Personality traits manifest based on degree of successful accomplishment of 

developmental tasks 
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• Defense mechanisms (F) or coping styles (E) 

• E.g., repression of traumatic memory  

• Person of integrity vs dysfunction: ideal of actuality– way of living for mutual benefit 

and harmonizing limitedness and ideals, personal/family wellbeing and social welfare 

• Special personality type of ‘homo religiosus,’ (Latin, i.e., precociously 

religious/spiritual), e.g., Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther 

 

Social Work Application 

• Concern:  

• to promote realistic satisfaction of needs and creative rational functioning 

• Goals 

• Minimize distortion of reality by defenses 

• Promote meeting of needs and resolution of psychosocial tasks at each stage 

• Practices 

• Exploration of unconscious 

• Exploration of developmental history 

• Psychoanalysis of intrapsychic and psychosocial conflicts 

• Working through unresolved issues 

• Development of realistic defenses and coping styles 

• Research 

• General concept of defenses supported 

• Therapeutic alliance significant 

• Unconscious unobservable 

• Problem of over-reliance on client retrospection and clinical anecdotes 

• Gender and cultural biases questioned (e.g., Gilligan: women’s theme of care and 

connection, needing to balance with autonomy, moving toward androgyny) 

• Highest functioning is transcendent, not just defensive or adaptive 

• Adults are capable of significant change 
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A Closer Look at Older Adulthood Development: 

Gerotranscendence (Lars Tornstam) 
 

Recommended Supplemental Reading: 

Nelson-Becker, H. (2017). Spirituality, religion, and aging: Illuminations for therapeutic 

practice. Sage. 

 

• Growing beyond common traits of middle-aged adults (focus on rationality, egocentrism, 

and materialism) 

• Qualities of gerotranscendence 

• Sense of self 

• balanced acceptance of one’s own strengths and limitations 

• Care for body without obsession 

• Altruism 

• Wholeness and integrity 

• Relationships 

• Disinterest in superficiality 

• Comfort with solitude 

• Unstuck from social conventions 

• Nonjudgmental and broad mindedness 

• Cosmic perspective 

• Awareness of place in stream of generations 

• Overcoming fear of death 

• Joy in experience of life and nature 

 

  

https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/spirituality-religion-and-aging/book234573
https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/spirituality-religion-and-aging/book234573
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Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory 
See CHBT, Chapter 9. 

Core 

• Characteristics 

• Particular schemata related to developmental stages 

Development 

• Adaptation (equilibration) processes 

• Assimilation: incorporating new events and situations into existing schemata 

• Accommodation: creating new schemata or transforming existing schemata for 

more complex, sophisticated, and encompassing mental operations  
• Expansion and Transcendence:  

• Abilities of each stage include and transcend the prior 

  

 stock image 

• Stages, based on ways individuals respond to environmental challenges: example of math 

learning 

• Sensorimotor (birth-2) 

• Reflexive behavior shifting to purposeful 

• Emergence of object permanence (post 9 months) and representational 

ability in memory 

• Preoperational (2-7) 

• Predominantly egocentric, imaginative, ‘magical’ 

• Preconceptual (2-4): language, symbolizing, self-awareness 

• Intuitive (4-7): less egocentric, more social; increased ability to use 

numbers, classifications 

• Concrete Operations (7-11) 

• Less egocentric, more able to take perspectives, and cognitively operate 

with mental representations of concrete things 

• Formal operations (11-15, etc.) 
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• Formation of abstract thought, logical reasoning, more creative problem 

solving 

• Continues elaboration in adulthood 

Periphery 

• Intellectual, moral, and social traits manifest based on degree of successful 

accomplishment of cognitive developmental tasks 

• Particular schemata 

• Proclivity toward assimilation or accommodation 

Social Work Application: Connections to cognitive therapies 

• Concern:  

• to promote adaptive, creative rational functioning via cognitive development 

• Goals 

• Help children achieve full potential through nurturing and challenging 

environment 

• Help adults eliminate irrational thinking tied to harmful behaviors 

• Practices with adults, based on Albert Ellis’ rational emotive behavioral therapy (REBT) 

• Cognitively focused interventions to change behavior 

• Identifying and confronting inadequate/irrational schemata and beliefs (e.g., I 

should be perfect; everyone should love me) 

• Unraveling mental habits of negative self-rating 

• Encouraging positive self-evaluations 

• Distinguishing appropriate (functional) from inappropriate thoughts tied to 

feelings and behaviors 

• Using cognitive homework assignments and imaginative rehearsal 

• Encouraging self-responsibility 

Research 

• Support for influence of both genetic predispositions and environmental influences 

• Support for many learning processes Piaget described for childhood (e.g., object 

permanence) 

• Support for tendency to respond to cognitive discrepancies and dissonance 

• Support for creativity in cognition 

• Overemphasis on logic/mathematical cognition 

• Insufficient regard for wide variability related to culture (e.g., Kanjirathinkal) and gender 

(e.g., Gilligan) 

• Strong support for cognitive (and cognitive behavioral) therapies 
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Beyond Piaget 
 

Howard Gardner’s Theory of Multiple Intelligences (linguistic, logical-mathematical, musical, 

spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, intrapersonal self-awareness, interpersonal social skills) 

• Note that IQ tests only deal with first 2 kinds of intelligences 

• Gardner and colleagues now promote ‘The Good Project’: “The Good Project strives to 

equip individuals to reflect upon the ethical dilemmas that arise in everyday life by 

providing them with the tools to make thoughtful decisions.”  

o https://www.thegoodproject.org 

Daniel Goleman’s Emotional Intelligence 

• Self-awareness of emotions 

• Managing emotions of distress 

• Motivating oneself toward goals 

• Empathy 

• Relating with others’ emotions competently can be cultivated by mindfulness practices 

 

Recommended Supplemental Reading/Viewing on Mindfulness, especially relevant to topics of 

cognitive, empowerment, and transpersonal theories: 

Canda, E. R. (2021, February 18). Culturally and ethically appropriate use of Buddhist 

derived mindfulness practices in professional social work. North America Session on 

Indigenous Social Work Education and Practice, 5th International Academic Forum 2021 

(online), Asian Research Institute for International Social Work, Shukutoku University, 

Japan. Also, moderator for this session with Dean Michael Yellow Bird of University of 

Manitoba Faculty of Social Work (on neurodecolonization) and Prof. Nicole Ives, McGill 

University School of Social Work (on developing Indigenous social work education 

programs), Canada. Video available at: https://youtu.be/LcngpMMF9i0. Canda 

presentation is 3rd. 

Canda, E. R., & Warren, S. (2013). Mindfulness-based therapy. In C. Franklin et al. 

(Eds.), Encyclopedia of social work (e-reference edition). Oxford University Press. 

Yellow Bird, M. (2023). Neurodecolonization and mindfulness. Prison Yoga Project. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ifPY-6DtB3E 

 

https://www.thegoodproject.org/
https://youtu.be/LcngpMMF9i0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ifPY-6DtB3E
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10         

9         

8         

7         

6         

5         

4         

3         

2         

1         

 Linguistic Musical logical/math spatial bodily/kines intrapersonal interpersonal naturalist 

 

Gardner more recently has considered adding a 9th intelligence, called existential, that refers to people’s ability to 

explore big questions about the meaning of life, human nature, and other deep concerns.  

Do you consider this to be important to you? If not, leave the following blank. 

If so, rate yourself 1-10 on existential intelligence: 

 

Reflect on all your self-ratings. 

Which intelligences do you consider your greatest strengths? 

How can these be an asset in your social work practice and in your relating with loved ones? 

Are there any other aspects of yourself you would like to develop more? 

How could you do that? 

 

Key to intelligences: 

1. linguistic: facility for syntactic and pragmatic language ability (e.g., language skills) 

2. musical: ability to perceive and create patterns in pitch, melody, rhythm (e.g., musical skills) 

3. logical/mathematical: ability to think about and order the world in logical ways (e.g., logical and math skills) 

4. spatial: ability to perceive, visualize, and orient in spatial environment (e.g., navigational skills) 

5. bodily/kinesthetic: facility with fine motor movement (e.g., movement, dance, craft skills) 

6. intrapersonal: ability to reflect on oneself, one’s feelings, know oneself (e.g., introspection skills) 

7. interpersonal: ability to empathize and understand others (e.g., empathy skills) 

8. naturalist: ability to be aware of and interact well with natural/physical environment (e.g., gardening, nature 

connecting skills) 

Tentative: existential: ability to explore big questions about the meaning of life, human nature, and other deep 

concerns 

 

Note: You can find assessment tools online by searching for “assessing multiple intelligences”. 

Gardner’s Theory of Multiple Intelligences: 
A Quick Self-Assessment (by Ed Canda) 

- Rate yourself on each type of intelligence by 
marking the level from 1 to 10 (10 is highest) 
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Symbolic Interactionism (Mead) 
and  

Social Constructionism (Berger & Luckmann) 
 

See CHBT, Chapters 10, 11. 

 

Note: Thee theories make a strong connection between individual personality and macro socio-

cultural contexts. 

 

Core 

• Tendency 

o To construct self and society through socially and individually shaped symbolic 

representations of reality 

o Emphasis on process, complex transactions, intersubjectivity, and symbolization 

o Human nature and society are emergent, not fixed 

• Characteristics (M=Mead) 

• Self is a symbolic construction of self-identification, self-image, and sense of 

continuity through time, composed of: 

• I: the subjective aspect of self; that which reflects upon the world and self 

• Me(s): the objective aspect(s) of self as perceived by the I and others; the self 

as roles in interaction 

• Mind: the person in symbolic interaction with the self 

• Culture: socially constructed reality  

 

Development (M) 

 

• Micro level: The individual develops through symbolic interactions with self and others. 

‘Taking the role of the other’ enables emergence of the self, establishment of loving 

relationships, and engagement in social relations.  

• Developmental transition from representations strongly determined by caretakers in early 

childhood, to peer socialization, to possibility of more creative choices 

• Significant others: Those with significant influence in shaping the person 

• Generalized other: The socio-cultural context that shapes individuals, especially 

through internalization 

 

Development (B/L= Berger & Luckmann) 

 

• Macro level (B/L): Social reality is constructed through a cyclic and recursive process of 
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• Objectivation 

• Externalization 

• Institutionalization 

• Reification, and 

• Internalization 

 

• Example of automobile-based transport and traffic laws 

• Example of Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders construction 

and use in mental health treatment 

 

Periphery (M) 

• An individual or group’s specific qualities manifest and change over time through the 

ongoing process of constructing (and reconstructing) self and world (e.g., changing 

‘mes’) 

• Who am I? Listing exercise 

▪ List the first 8 roles that come to mind 

▪ What is your favorite or most important role? Why? 

▪ If there are any you want to change in terms of the label, behavior 

expectations, or tension with other roles, mark with an x. Why? 

 

Social Work Application 

• Concern: to help the client (micro/meso/macro) to develop positive self concept, 

satisfying social relations, and fulfilling meaning systems 

• Goals 

• Overcome inhibiting internalizations, world views, and social arrangements of 

privilege and oppression 

• Promote creative representations of self  

• Practices 

• (E.g., narrative therapy, solution focused therapy and social patterns of dialogue, 

diversity, and freedom (e.g., empowerment practice) 

• Analyze internalizations of others’ negative evaluations and choose to change 

them (e.g., changing self-talk and self-image; unbinding impact of labels and 

stigma) 

• Develop mutually satisfying role-relations with significant others (e.g., enhancing 

empathy through dialogue, role plays and group therapy) 

• Self-examination of consciousness, learning distinction between I and me (e.g., 

role listing, mindfulness meditation) 

• Challenging socially constructed assumptions about reality that restrict and 

oppress, with special focus on bringing marginalized voices into dialogue 
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Research 

• Emphasizes research methods that attend to social interactions, cultural patterns, flow of 

consciousness, and disenfranchised perspectives (especially qualitative, ethnographic, 

phenomenological) 

• Empirical support for human symbolization capacity and social nature of human nature 

• Empirical support for creativity and resilience 

• Over emphasis on constructedness of reality: insufficient account of genetic and physical 

shapers 

• Positivistic scientists are skeptical of emphasis on indeterminacy, subjectivity, and 

intersubjectivity 

• Some feel that social constructionism in its extreme form does not provide adequate basis 

for how to form human values 

 

‘Imagine’ exercise 

• Imagine that you have a ‘magic wand’ that allows you to change something that is 

commonly taken-for-granted about how things are done 

• Pick one thing that you would like to change with the magic wand inn order to promote 

well-being and justice 

• Imagine that you waved the wand, and things are now different. What would the world be 

like? 

• Consider one practical step you could take toward making this happen. 
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Transpersonal Theories 
 

See CHBT, Chapter 13. 

 

Recommended Supplemental Reading/Viewing: 

 

Canda, E. R. (1991). East/West philosophical synthesis in transpersonal theory. Journal 

of Sociology and Social Welfare, 18(4), 137-152. 

https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/bitstream/handle/1808/29772/East_West%20Philosophical

%20Synthesis%20in%20Transpersonal%20Theory.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y. 

Canda, E. R., & Smith, E. D. (Eds.). (2001). Transpersonal perspectives on spirituality in 

social work. Haworth Press.  

Canda, E. R., Furman, L. D., Canda, H. (2020). Spiritual diversity in social work 

practice: The heart of helping, third edition. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Chapters 6, 8, 11. 

View resources available at the Spiritual Diversity and Social Work Initiative: 

http://spiritualdiversity.ku.edu/. 

 Note:  

This presentation design does not follow the standard outline. Rather, it presents an introduction 

to spiritually sensitive social work practice informed by insights from transpersonal theories. 

Wilber’s Integral theory addresses micro, meso, and macro level systems and their interactions. 

However, this presentation focuses on the implications for invididual personality. 

Introduction to Spiritually Sensitive Social Work and Transpersonal Theory 

Relevance to professional mission and values 

• Mission: advancing the fulfillment of all people in context of social justice. 

• Expanding to consider whole person in relation with all people and all beings. 

• Appreciation for diversity: spiritual diversity and intersection with other forms of 

diversity (e.g., sexual orientation, culture, gender). 

• Commitment to NASW Code of Ethics, cultural competency/humility standards, and 

Council on Social Work Education and International Federation of Social Work 

principles. 

 

https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/bitstream/handle/1808/29772/East_West%20Philosophical%20Synthesis%20in%20Transpersonal%20Theory.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/bitstream/handle/1808/29772/East_West%20Philosophical%20Synthesis%20in%20Transpersonal%20Theory.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://spiritualdiversity.ku.edu/
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Spiritually Sensitive Social Work 

• Addresses the ways that practitioners, clients/consumers, and their communities: 

• Seek a sense of meaning, purpose, and connectedness 

• As they strive toward their highest aspirations, 

• Maximize their strengths and resources, 

• And work to overcome personal obstacles and environmental blocks and gaps in 

resources. 

Discussion Exercise (elicit from students in classroom): 

• What do you mean by the terms spirituality and religion? 

o List 5 words you associate with spirituality 

o List 5 words you associate with religion 

 

• Instructor notes patterns of similarity and difference, then segues to the following formal 

definitions. 

Professional Definitions of Spirituality and Religion (Canda, Furman, & Canda, 2020) 

• For use in professional discourse, adaptable and disposable depending on context. 

• Based on contributions from social work scholars of diverse religious and nonreligious 

spiritual perspectives along with work in allied fields. 

• In practice, go with the terms and meanings of the client! 

SPIRITUALITY (as aspect of the person) 

A process of human life and development 

•  focusing on the search for a sense of meaning, purpose, morality, and well-being 

•  in relationship with oneself, other people, other beings, the universe, and 

ultimate reality however understood (e.g. in animistic, atheistic, nontheistic, 

polytheistic, theistic, or other ways); 

•  orienting around centrally significant priorities; and 

•  engaging a sense of transcendence (experienced as deeply profound, sacred, or 

transpersonal). 

• Private and public components 

• Religious or nonreligious expressions 
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• Healthy or unhealthy manifestations 

• Spirituality as wholeness and center, including and transcending aspects 

 

 

Domains of Spirituality 

• Experiences of the profound, transpersonal, sacred or ultimate. 

• Developmental processes (life stages, crises, breakthroughs). 

• Belief systems (e.g., doctrines). 

• Value systems (e.g., moral precepts). 

• Patterns of coping and adaptation through mutual support systems and behaviors 

(e.g. prayer, meditation, ceremony, community reciprocity). 

• Patterns of resilience and transformation through mutual support systems and 

behaviors (e.g., any of the above directed to personal and social change, healing, 

saving, liberating). 

• Patterns of intrinsic satisfaction in relationships of inherent worth (i.e. not for 

ulterior motives or purposes). 

RELIGION 

• An institutionalized (i.e. systematic and organized) pattern of values, beliefs, 

symbols, behaviors, and experiences related to spirituality (and other things); 

• Shared by a community; 

• Developed and transmitted over time. 

Healthy spirituality (in religious or nonreligious forms) 

• Encourages individuals and communities to develop: 

o Meaning, purpose, joy, peace, coherence of worldview, overall well-being 

o Patterns of mutual support, philanthropy, appreciation of diversity, actions and 

social policies for the common good of society and world 

o Resilience, recovery, and growth 

• Practitioners may also need to assist consumers to address harmful religious and 

nonreligious spiritual expressions, e.g., 
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o Inappropriate shame and guilt 

o Self-harming beliefs 

o Religiously based discrimination and oppression, by or toward religions/religious 

people 

 

Examples of Common Spiritual/Religious (s/r) Based Helping Practices Used by Social 

Workers (always based on relevance, interest, and priority of client) 

(based on surveys in Canda, Furman, & Canda, 2020) 

• Consider ways that s/r support systems are helpful 

• Use nonsectarian spiritual concepts, such as from existentialism or transpersonal theory 

• Discuss role of s/r in relationships 

• Discuss or recommend s/r reading 

• Discuss ways s/r support systems are harmful 

• Reflect on beliefs about after death 

• Help reflect on meaning and purpose of a situation 

• Reflective journaling 

• Refer to s/r support systems 

• Help develop rituals 

Examples of Areas of Practice in which s/r may likely be relevant 

• terminal illness,  

• substance abuse,  

• foster parenting,  

• sexual abuse,  

• partner violence,  

• natural disaster,  

• bereavement,  

• chronic mental disorder,  

• job loss,  

• family relations difficulty,  

• criminal justice. 

 



57 
 

Key Concepts in Transpersonal Theories 

• Transpersonal Experiences, e.g., 

o Experiences of God, Brahman, Buddha Nature, Cosmic Consciousness. 

o Connections with ancestors, spirit powers of nature, angels and demons. 

o Near death experiences. 

o Extrasensory perceptions. 

o Subtle energies, e.g., chi (qi), kundalini. 

 

• Maslow’s concepts of self-actualization and self-transcendence needs 

o Hierarchy of needs moves from basic survival needs to self-transcendence needs 

o Deficit need orientation toward Being-Cognition orientation 

o Not specifically age/stage linked 

o Not a linear sequence 

o Concern with human rights and social justice to support full developmental 

potential 

o Self-actualization requires mutual-actualization and opens toward transcendence 

o Peak, nadir, and plateau experiences 

▪ Peak: rising above ordinary body/ego limit. 

▪ Nadir: falling into a pit of crisis. 

▪ Plateau: integrating growth into life; subtle yet deep insights. 

• Wilber’s Pre/Trans Egoic Distinctions 

o Pre-egoic stage: infancy and early childhood sense of fusion with significant others 

and fantasy. 

o Egoic stage: adolescence and adulthood sense of bounded body/ego and 

individuated self; moves into holistic and integral perspective. 

o Trans-egoic stage: includes and transcends earlier phases in expanded 

consciousness and identity, ultimately to nonduality. 

o Developmental Dynamics 

▪ Steps of increasing levels of consciousness inclusiveness and complexity 

(epigenetic levels). 

▪ Structure of identity, awareness, and function at each stage. 

▪ Wave like flowing overlapping stages. 

▪ Progress, regress, fluctuation. 

▪ Lines or streams of aspects of development (e.g. cognition, morality, 

sociality). 

▪ Genetic and environmental and choice influences. 

▪ Temporary peak and pit experiences. 
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▪ Expanding concentric spheres. 

▪ Ascending spiral. 

Research Derived Insights about Factors Associated with Spiritually-Based Resilience  

and Growth 

• Intrapersonal Factors 

o Clear sense of life meaning and/or search for one. 

o Commitment to developing personal balance and well-being. 

o Engagement in private and shared beliefs, values, and practices (such as 

prayer/meditation) that promote stress relief, sense of meaning, and support by God 

and/or other Sacred Sources of Power. 

o Integrating complementary healing practices in personal lifestyle from medicine, 

other conventional and alternative therapies, and spiritual traditions of healing. 

• Interpersonal Factors 

o Receiving mental, physical, social, and spiritual supports from fellow members of 

religious communities (or spiritually oriented social support systems). 

o Learning and practicing health promoting beliefs, values, and behaviors for 

religious/spiritual support systems. 

• Examples of widely used and researched spiritually involved helping practices 

o Therapeutic qualities of a spiritually sensitive helping relationship (e.g., rapport, 

empathy, compassion, perceived support/alliance) 

o Instillation of hope, sense of meaning 

o Mindfulness based stress reduction (e.g., J. K. Zinn) and cognitive behavioral 

therapies (e.g., Dialectical Behavior Therapy of Marsha Linehan) 

 

Example of Implicit Assessment of Spiritual Strengths 

 

• Implicit spiritual assessment involves asking questions that are open-ended, nondirective, and 

exploratory, without using terms that are explicit about religion or spirituality.  

• These are useful in many contexts because they do not presume any beliefs and terminology 

for clients or social workers involved.  

• Responses by clients determine decisions about whether and how to pursue spirituality 

further. If the person indicates no interest or no relevance, discontinue. 

• Examples of initial implicit strengths-oriented spiritual assessment questions (to be adapted 

to the situation): 

o What are important sources of strength and resources that help you to cope with times 

of difficulty or crisis?  
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o What gives you hope?  

o What helps you feel good about your life?  

o When do you feel most positive about yourself?  

o What brings a sense of meaning and purpose to your life?  

o What situations help you feel peace, joy, and satisfaction with life?  

o What brings inspiration to your life?  

o Who are your most important mentors and why? 

• If relevant, it is important to move the conversation (or multiple conversations over time) 

toward identification of specific examples that can encourage actions that would support 

achieving the client’s goals, such as: 

o Please say more about how you use spirituality (or religion, faith, or some specific 

spiritual activity mentioned by the client). Please give examples. 

o Would you like to utilize your spirituality to help address your current situation? If so, 

let’s discuss a specific plan for how to do this. 

o Would you like to take this action on your own or would you like me to play a role in 

helping to accomplish this? 

o Would you like help to identify and access any supports, resources, or information 

that could help you take this action? 

o If you would like me to be involved in helping you to utilize spirituality to achieve 

your goals, please tell me more about what I should keep in mind about your beliefs 

and interests as we work together. 

For many spiritual assessment practices and tools, see:  

Canda, E. R., Furman, L. D., Canda, H. (2020). Spiritual diversity in social work practice: The 

heart of helping, third edition. Oxford University Press. Chapters 8 & 9. 

For a concise introduction to spiritually sensitive social work, see: 

Canda, E. R. (2024). A transcultural perspective on social work with cultural and spiritual 

diversity. Lawrence, KS: The University of Kansas Libraries. Open access ebook: 

https://hdl.handle.net/1808/35577. The implicit spiritual assessment questions were adapted by 

permission from Chapter 6. 

 

See the Spiritual Diversity and Social Work Initiative for numerous resources: 

https://spiritualdiversity.ku.edu/ 

  

https://hdl.handle.net/1808/35577
https://spiritualdiversity.ku.edu/
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Chapter Five 

Application and Integration of Theories 
 

See CHBT, Chapter 14. 

Recommended Reading/Viewing: 

Canda, E. R. (2023, September 13). Spirituality as a source of strength for coping and 

growing through health and mental health challenges. The Geller Lecture, John Carroll 

University, Cleveland, Ohio. https://youtu.be/DGy8CmB6O88?feature=shared. 

Canda, E. R. (2019, November 14). A foundation of strengths: Growth & transformation 

through crisis, illness, and disability. Lecture video produced by The University of 

Kansas School of Social Welfare, Lawrence, KS. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S-

Tj0b3euO0. 

Kim, K. M., & Canda, E. R. (2006). Toward a holistic view of health and health 

promotion in social work with people with disabilities. Journal of Social Work in 

Disability & Rehabilitation, 5(2), 49-67. https://doi.org/10.1300/J198v05n02_04. 

Starnino, V. R. (2009). An integral approach to mental health recovery: Implications for 

social work. Journal of Human Behavior in the Social Environment, 19(7), 820–842. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10911350902988019 

 

Utilize Assignment 4, option 2, Mandala of Personal and Professional Growth, as a basis for 

students to review insights from a variety of theories and consider their possible integration and 

application to their personal and professional development. 

Discuss students’ mandala designs in class, if possible, through small group sharing. 

 

 

 

 

  

https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fyoutu.be%2FDGy8CmB6O88%3Ffeature%3Dshared&data=05%7C01%7Cedc%40ku.edu%7Ca9326aa0cf0c4ddfd50d08dbbac448ee%7C3c176536afe643f5b96636feabbe3c1a%7C0%7C0%7C638309124442291690%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=d%2FNtp%2BH0HZlyYaeT5p7LW1PVjYD2cmrssgPxpjuCFyA%3D&reserved=0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S-Tj0b3euO0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S-Tj0b3euO0
https://doi.org/10.1300/J198v05n02_04
https://doi.org/10.1080/10911350902988019
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APPENDIX A 

Example of a Syllabus for 

Introduction to Human Behavior Theory 
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The following syllabus is an adaptation of the syllabus for an MSW foundation level course that 

I used in 2019, shortly before retirement from the University of Kansas School of Social Welfare. 

I integrated some content from a syllabus from several years earlier.  

Departmental procedures required that each instructor develop their own individual course 

syllabus, but it needed to conform to structure and standards set by a curriculum committee. I 

give thanks to the colleagues and students who contributed to shaping this syllabus. 

The syllabus is tailored to a blended format, which means that some sessions were held with 

students and instructor all together in a classroom and other sessions were set up for students to 

work independently online, interacting with each other and the instructor as they wished. The 

course schedule and assignments facilitate this structure. 

I edited details of the syllabus so that the wording would be more easily adaptable to various 

social work programs beyond the University of Kansas School of Social Welfare. All details in 

the example syllabus should be adapted according to the instructor’s professional discretion, 

pedagogical philosophy, and particular expertise and passions as well as the educational 

department’s policies, procedures, educational expectations. 
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Human Behavior in the Social Environment 

Blended Format 

 

Meets [information about time and place] for classroom sessions 

 

Edward R. Canda, M.A., MSW, Ph.D., Professor [now emeritus] 

Contact Information: 

In-Person and Online Office Hours information: 

 

I. COURSE RATIONALE 

 

Social work professionals need to understand human behavior at multiple social system levels, 

including individual, family, group, organization, community, national, and international. 

Therefore, this Human Behavior in the Social Environment course provides Masters’ students 

with basic concepts, theories, and empirical findings about human behavior in multiple system 

levels, taking into account biological, psychological, social, and spiritual aspects of human 

behavior and experience. In this way, it makes its distinctive contribution to a foundation for 

generalist professional perspective as preparation for advanced coursework in a specialized area. 

This course provides theoretical perspectives as relevant to an approach to social work practice 

that advances personal and collective strengths and resources, honors human diversity, promotes 

empowerment and justice, and reflects critical and creative thinking. 

 

Theoretical perspectives on well-being, strengths, resiliency, empowerment, dysfunction, 

oppression, and developmental processes are analyzed critically, especially concerning 

applicability to social work practice that supports client strengths, appreciates diversity, and 

promotes social justice. The course includes examination of crises, transformational events, and 

expectable changes for individuals and social systems throughout individuals’ life spans and 

development of social systems. 

 

This course is complementary with and most closely related to the Practice and Practicum 

Foundation courses. It complements these courses with the theoretical understanding and 

analytical skills necessary for the formulation, monitoring, and evaluation of social work 

practice. Whereas this course presents theories at a relatively high level of abstraction as relevant 

to practice, the practice courses and practicum focus on applied level theories and conceptual 

frameworks in connection with skills and particular practice settings. The course assists the 

Social Policy Course by providing students with information and theoretical understanding about 

the fit between human behavior and the political conditions and meso and macro-environmental 

resources in our society. It supports the Research Course by providing theoretical, historical, and 

empirical material derived from a wide range of qualitative and quantitative ways of inquiry. It 

promotes students' ability to engage in critical reflection about human behavior theory and 

research, including the ethical, philosophical, political, and scientific implications.  

 

II. EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES 

 

By the conclusion of SW [course number], Master students will demonstrate an ability to: 
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A.   Analyze the transaction between individuals and their social and natural environment 

within a holistic framework.  

B.   Describe and analyze the complex interactions between biological, psychological, social, 

and spiritual aspects of human behavior and development.  

C.   Describe and analyze the harmful impacts of discrimination and oppression on people and 

their environments. 

D.   Understand the use of moral and cognitive theory in the process of ethical decision 

making. 

E.   Critically analyze theories of human behavior, attending to client strengths, social and 

economic justice, cultural competence, and critical reflection, as applied to social work practice 

in various settings.   

F.   Identify, describe and critically analyze selected theoretical perspectives that are relevant 

to human behavior in contemporary society.  

G.    Identify and critically analyze theories of human behavior for their utilization of strengths 

and resources that promote individual, collective, and global well-being as well as social and 

economic justice in accordance with social work values and ethics.  

H.   Identify and describe practice implications of human behavior theories for assessment and 

helping of people in various settings.  

I.   Develop self-awareness regarding one’s selection and utilization of theories in practice. 

J. Develop an understanding of the evolving nature of human behavior theory and the need for 

career long advancement of theoretical knowledge. 

III. GUIDING PRINCIPLES AND VALUES 

This course sets the foundation of theory for a generalist social work perspective as the basis for 

further advanced level coursework. Each selected theory is examined for its utility for practice at 

a variety of system levels, including work with individuals, families, groups, organizations, 

communities and the global context. Each theory is critiqued regarding its consistency with 

social work values, purposes, and settings for practice. Practical implications of choosing and 

combining theories of human behavior within a holistic bio-psycho-social-spiritual conceptual 

framework for practice are discussed. Four themes guide presentation and critique of theories: 

1. Strengths perspective. Theories are critiqued regarding the extent to which they are 

excessively problem and pathology focused. Theories selected for detailed presentation include 

significant attention to human strengths and resources and ways these can be mobilized in 

practice. For example, theories and empirical research about strengths, resilience, and creativity 

in individual and family development are presented. In addition, the dynamic processes of 

creative change, leadership, and conflict mediation in groups, organizations, and communities 

are examined. 

2. Diversity. Understanding, valuing and engaging the broad range of differences and 

commonalities that are brought to the interaction between social workers, clients, and the social 



65 
 

environment and that are reflective of clients’ culture, ethnicity, race, geography, gender, age, 

religion, social class, sexual orientation, and physical and mental abilities, particularly when 

those differences are the cause for discrimination.5 We embrace the inherent worth of all people. 

By taking the position of cultural humility and applying the lens of intersectionality, we seek to 

develop and promote modes of anti-oppressive social work and dismantle structures of 

exclusion. 

3. Social Justice. Theories are critiqued for the extent to which they perpetuate patterns of 

personal and collective oppression and discrimination. Theories that emphasize empowerment 

and social justice are selected for detailed presentation. For example, various standards for 

assessing individual and family well being and dysfunction are considered. This includes 

examining personal and environmental strengths and resources that facilitate creativity, 

adaptation, effective coping with distress and conflict, and empowerment. 

4. Critical Perspective. Theories are compared and contrasted in terms of their advantages and 

limitations regarding empirical support; methodological, philosophical, and conceptual clarity; 

and relevance to the profession. Theories are also considered as alternative paradigms for 

understanding person and environment in order to support creative and innovative approaches to 

practice. We use critical inquiry to analyze and challenge existing structures and systems in order 

to advance the field and promote social, economic, and environmental justice. 

 

IV. THE LIBERAL ARTS PERSPECTIVE 

 

Students in this course are expected to have a liberal arts background, especially in the 

behavioral, social, and biological sciences as well as history. In classroom discussion, students 

are encouraged to draw upon their liberal arts perspective as well as their life experience. 

 

The course intends to open students and educators' minds to new ideas and possibilities for 

understanding human behavior. It challenges conventional thinking and contributes to personal 

and professional growth. It attempts to preserve and develop knowledge that liberates and to 

examine critically theories and practices that oppress or marginalize people. 

 

V. PROFESSIONAL PURPOSES AND VALUES 

 

All theories and social work practices contain implicit or explicit values and goals for behavior. 

This course critically examines these inherent values and goals, and it helps the student to reflect 

on their congruence with both personal commitments and professional ethics and values. 

Possible value conflicts and ethical dilemmas that may emerge in the application of theories and 

research findings to practice are discussed. 

 

VI. PREPARATION FOR PRACTICE WITH DIVERSE POPULATIONS 

 

 
5 I recommend revising the wording to include the diversity sections of current curriculum standards from the 
USA Council on Social Work Education and the Code of Ethics from the National Association of Social 
Workers, or whatever other standards apply, such as the International Association of Schools of Social Work 
and specific country-based codes of ethics.  
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Diversity of human behavior and experience in the context of the socio-cultural and natural 

environment is considered in all content areas of the course. This may include diversity issues 

relevant to gender, social class, ethnicity and culture, age, sexual orientation, family structure, 

spiritual perspective, physical or mental ability, other diversity characteristics, and the 

intersectionality of all characteristics. For example, standards for understanding mental health 

and disorder vary widely in diverse cultural contexts. Gender is a significant factor affecting 

differences in developmental themes, communication patterns, values, and life experiences. A 

wide variety of family structures and developmental possibilities exist, such as single parent, 

nuclear, multigenerational, re-married, and gay and lesbian. Individual and family experiences 

are strongly influenced by the political context of discrimination and oppression. Standards for 

normality and well-being vary widely in diverse cultural contexts. Values inherent in 

organizational cultures determine equity and justice issues, such as equal opportunity 

employment, accessibility to people with disabilities, and participatory versus authoritarian 

decision-making. Further, experiences of people in groups, organizations, and communities are 

strongly influenced by the political context of discrimination and oppression, such as 

institutional racism and environmental racism. Therefore, perspectives on empowering people 

and furthering social justice through social group work, social welfare administration, 

community organizing and development, and international peace efforts are examined.  

 

VII. TOPICS 

 

1. Systems Theory  

2. Critique of systems theory and attention to power dynamics, e.g., 

a. Feminist Theory 

b. Conflict Theory 

c. Identity Development and Cultural theories (race, gender, sexual orientation, 

gender identity, ability, etc.) 

3. Empowerment Theories, e.g., 

a. Social work empowerment theories 

b. Resiliency 

c. Feminist Theory 

d. Strengths 

4.  Psychodynamic Theory, e.g., 

a. Object Relations and Attachment theory 

b. Basic structure of psychoanlytic theory with emphasis on the use of the 

unconscious, defense mechanisms, and transference 

5.  Life Span Development, e.g., 

a. Psychosocial Theory – Erikson 

b. Moral Development – Kohlberg/Gilligan 

c. Cognitive Development – Piaget 

d. Spiritual Development – Fowler and Wilber 

6. Behaviorism and Social Learning Theory 

7. Family Life Cycle and Functioning, e.g., 

a. Symbolic Interactionism 

b. Structural Functionalism 

c. Bowen Family Systems 
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8. Symbolic Interactionism 

9. Social constructionism 

10. Transpersonal theory 

 

VIII. READINGS 

 

Required Textbook 

 

Robbins, S., Chatterjee, P., Canda, E. R., & Leibowitz, G. S. (2019). Contemporary human 

behavior theory: A critical perspective for social work, 4th edition. Boston, MA: Allyn and 

Bacon. 

IX.  ASSIGNMENTS 

 

Assignments are designed to (1) provide a broad look at theoretical perspectives that provide the 

groundwork for a generalist social work perspective, (2) develop a critical perspective on these 

theoretical perspectives, including issues related to social work values and ethics, social and 

economic justice, and diversity, and (3) provide students with the knowledge to conduct a bio-

psycho-social-spiritual assessment of client systems.   

 

See the session schedule at the end of the syllabus for due dates for all assignments. 

[Note for the instructor: See grading rubrics for assignments in the Appendices.] 

 

ASSIGNMENT #1 (for Online Sessions): 4 Theory Commentaries [altogether, 20% of final 

course grade] 

 

The four theory commentaries will be completed in conjunction with online sessions. They 

structure a way for students to think critically and apply concepts from theories to issues of social 

work practice and current social events. Each commentary is based on one theory or theorist that 

the student selects from options based on the themes of the course. These are listed on the course 

schedule for the relevant online session. Follow these instructions to prepare your online post for 

each commentary. [Tailor these instructions to the online medium for hosting the course.]   

 

Instructions for Theory Commentaries 

Each theory commentary includes 5 components. Each component will be scored 0 to 5 (ranging 

from no credit (component missing), to 1 (very poor) to 5 (complete and excellent quality). The 

total possible points for each commentary will be 25 (100%). Therefore, the total possible points 

for all four commentaries would be 100. 

 

In order to make expectations clear, for the first theory commentary only, if any component is not 

completed at the rating of 4 or 5, you will have one opportunity to re-do it for full credit. The 

instructor will provide feedback to improve the revised submission. If you choose not to re-do it, 

then you will receive the original grade (e.g., 20/25 points) 

 

Required: Use the following outline as a template for each commentary.  

• Copy the subheadings for each point into your Word document, but not the directions. 
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• Type your answers in 12 point Times New Roman, single spaced, 1 inch margins, and limit 

answer to 1-2 pages (no more than 2 pages). (If printed, this would be 1 sheet with two sides 

printed.) 

• In order to be sure this is compatible with [the online mdeimu hosting the course] submit as a 

Word file attachment with no special characters or numbers in the name. Name the file this 

way: yourlastname.commentary number (e.g., Canda.commentary1). No formats other than 

MS-Word will be accepted. [Adapt all instructions according to the online medium for 

hosting the course.] 

• Submit each commentary in the online folder in response to the appropriate link for Theory 

Commentary 1, 2, 3, or 4 by the due time for the online session postings indicated on the 

course schedule. 

• Use information from the textbook; no additional research is necessary. 

• Identify one issue concerning a client, social work administration matter, or a significant 

personal experience or current social event that you wish to examine from the standpoint of a 

particular theory or theorist.  

• Use the theory's important concepts accurately. (See textbook, lecture materials, important 

concepts definitions pdf [from the textbook publisher], and other course materials for 

information.) 

• Give specific issue, explain it briefly, and tie the theory and its related practices to the issue 

in a specific and precise way. 

• Cover each point listed in the template below. Keep your comments concise, precise, and 

clear. 

• I will give brief responses to your essay. These are intended to encourage you for more 

accurate or in depth thinking about the theory or suggestions for further exploration. 

• Use your commentaries and classroom lectures, presentations, and discussions to develop an 

idea for your major paper (Assignment 3).  

• Under headings 2-5 below, there are guidelines for your discussion. Be sure to address every 

component. You do not have to respond to everything mentioned, but make at least one clear, 

specific, precise point, explained with specific linkage between your chosen topic and the 

theory. Make sure there is continuity of your topic across each component of the 

commentary. 

• I do not expect a high level of expertise on the chosen theory. However, I do expect that you 

can apply insight from the theory to your topic in an accurate, specific, and articulate way. 

• You can discuss your ideas with fellow students in-person of online, prior to posting, to help 

you formulate your commentary. 
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Theory Commentary Template 

 

Student's Name: 

Theory Commentary Number: 

Theory/Theorist Chosen: 

 

1. Summary of Issue 

• Identify an issue arising from social work practice or a current social welfare related 

event that evokes your curiosity, confusion, passion, and desire to support well-being and 

justice. Describe it briefly. Explain why this is significant to you. Also identify the 

theory/theorist you will use to think about the issue. See the textbook's Flowchart 

Figures and Tables on Various Settings and Applications in each chapter for ideas. See 

also case examples and suggested activities at the end of most chapters to stimulate ideas. 

You do not have to complete any of the activities for the purpose of a commentary. 

2. Theoretical Insight at the Micro Level 

• Explain how the theory helps you understand any biological, psychological, and 

spiritual aspects or family or small group dynamics relevant to the issue. This would 

involve discussing one or two insights or concepts from this theory that shed light on the 

issue. See each chapter's 'Critical Analysis' section and the PDF file on "Definitions of 

Important Concepts" for some guidance. 

3. Theoretical Insight at the Meso/Macro Level 

• Explain how the theory helps you understand any organizational, social, cultural, 

economic, or political forces and natural environmental aspects relevant to the issue. 

This would involve discussing one or two insights or concepts from this theory that shed 

light on the issue. See each chapter's 'Critical Analysis' section and the PDF file on 

"Definitions of Important Concepts" for some guidance. 

4. Implications for the Helping Relationship and/or Specific Helping Practices (discuss both 

or choose one with more detail) 

• If you were to apply this theory to support the empowerment and goal achievement of the 

client, or to address the social issue, what would be the style of your interaction (i.e., 

role, relationship qualities, communication style) with the client or social system? See 

each chapter's 'Application to Social Work Practice' section, including Flowcharts and 

Tables on Various Settings for ideas. 

• If you were to apply this theory to support the empowerment and goal achievement of the 

client, or to address the social issue, what assessment activity, therapeutic practice, 

social change technique, or other specific helping action would you use? See each 

chapter's 'Application to Social Work Practice' section, including Flowcharts and Tables 

on Various Settings for ideas [in the CHBT textbook]. 

5. Consistency with Social Work Values 

• How consistent is the theory, its philosophical assumptions, its approach to practice, and 

its research orientation (e.g., recommendations for inquiry methods and level of empirical 

support) with social work values and ethics? Why? In the 'Critical Analysis' section of 
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each chapter of the CHBT textbook, see the subsections on 'Consistency with Social 

Work Values' and 'Methodological Issues and Empirical Support' for ideas. There are 

also discussions evaluating and comparing theories in the last chapter of the book. But 

make your own decision based on knowledge from the readings and classroom sessions. 

….. 

ASSIGNMENT #2 – In-Class Team Presentation on Theory of Interest [30% of final course 

grade] 

Prepared with time allotted during online sessions. 

 

Each student will do an in-class presentation as a member of a team. The purpose of the 

presentation is to engage students as professional collaborators in the learning/teaching process. 

This will help students to demonstrate (1) an understanding of a key concept or insight from a 

theory related to those in the textbook; (2) an ability to articulate and convey the understanding 

of the theory; (3) ability to apply to theory to social work practice; (4) ability to present in a 

professional manner, as will be needed for conducting professional social work presentations and 

trainings. Presentations will occur during class sessions in the second half of the semester, after 

you have had time to observe examples from the instructor’s teaching and also to plan with 

group members. 

 

The presentation must be relevant to some school of theory covered in the textbook (e.g., 

ecophilosophy, empowerment, behaviorist, transpersonal). However, you may be familiar with a 

particular theory or conceptual perspective that is not mentioned in the textbook, but it is very 

relevant to your topic. You can use it as long as it is relevant to the course and to social work. A 

presentation should not repeat the same key concept used by a previous student, but it could 

address the same theory. 

 

To help you decide on a topic, consider the range of theories in the textbook and their main 

insights as summarized in the final chapter. Which of their approaches are you most interested 

in? What topic or population related to social work practice (micro or macro) are you most 

interested in? Given that, what theory might be most relevant? 

 

Examples of possible topics: 

• Holon: illustrating how interconnection between a focal system and suprasystems 

impacts the experience of a recent immigrant family in Kansas 

• Consciousness raising: discussing experience of participation in a consciousness 

raising type group that helped participants become more aware of discrimination 

and oppression and how to respond to it 

• Resilience over the life span: discussing adverse childhood experiences and ways 

to promote resilient response throughout the life span 

• Operant conditioning: explanation of the way operant conditioning can be used to 

help clients overcome a phobia along with demonstration of a related relaxation 

exercise for the class 

• Shame Resilience Theory: applied to examples of women moving through the 

“shame resilience continuum” 
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• Peak experience: describing peak experiences from your life or client’s stories 

and how they affected a change in personal development along with presentation 

of an artwork or music that symbolizes the meaning of the experience 

• Mass incarceration: analyzing causes of mass incarceration and alternatives for 

justice promoting responses, by comparing insights from dynamic systems theory 

and empowerment theory. 

• Indigenous approaches to holistic practice: Medicine Wheel teachings compared 

to Dynamic Systems Theory and applied to substance misuse recovery. 

• Mindfulness based cognitive therapies: applied to promoting emotional 

intelligence among elementary school children. 

• Transpersonal theories and palliative care/hospice based social work: applying 

insights from transpersonal theories about growth through adversity and 

transegoic perspectives on death and dying to promote hospice patients’ 

wellbeing. 

 

o Note that the student team is responsible to arrange any media, technology, or 

supportive materials required for your presentation. You can ask the instructor 

how to use media in the classroom. 

 

Each presentation must include: 1) a brief explanation the topic (including which theory applied 

to what practice issue); the reason you chose it; its relevance to social work; 2) main content 

(Power Point must be included); 3) use of some type of supplemental  media such as internet 

videos or other resources, music or art; 4) a structured class activity, such as organized 

discussion, experiential exercise, or educational game; and 5) time for discussion with the class. 

The presentation should take approximately 60 minutes. Afterward, I will take about five 

minutes at the end for my response. All members of the group receive the same grade, so 

cooperation and coordination are important qualities in preparation. Time will be allotted during 

online sessions to help teams prepare. Use a combination of in-person meetings, social 

networking, online posting, and other interactions to facilitate planning.  

 

[Explain provisions for posting the presentation for access by instructor and students.] 

 

Grading Criteria 

(1) Presentation is done according to schedule, within the time limit, in a professional 

manner [max 10 points] 

(2) Explanation of topic, rationale, and relevance is clear [max 10 points] 

(3) Presentation is clear, thorough, and engaging and demonstrates good teamwork and 

coordination among presenters [max 50 points] 

(4) Accompanying supportive materials and media were effective [max 10 points] 

(5) The structured class activity was well designed and implemented [max 10 points] 

(6) Conduct of class discussion was effective [max 10 points] 

 

….. 

  



72 
 

 

 

ASSIGNMENT #3 – Scholarly Literature Research Paper [30% of final course grade] 

 

Due on day of final session.  

 

This assignment is intended to help you apply conceptual knowledge in practice as a 

professional, master’s level social worker.  This assignment is an opportunity for you to explore 

selected theories in more depth and to consider application of theory to guide assessment, 

intervention, and evaluation, as well as its ability to consider both person and environment.  

 

TWO OPTIONS FOR FINAL PAPER 

 

OPTION ONE: COMPARISON OF THEORIES (13-15 pages plus references and attachments) 

 

Instructions: Critical Comparison of Theories for Practice.  This research paper gives 

students an opportunity to explore a topic of personal and professional interest in depth by 

comparing and contrasting theoretical perspectives on the topic in relation to social work 

practice. The student identifies a topic of interest and then applies 2 contrasting theories to 

understanding of the topic. The theories used must be relevant to course content but do not need 

to be theories covered in class. All papers must critically reflect on theories and identify their 

relevance to social work practice. The design of the paper follows the outline below. 

 

Sample topics might include: Broad Theoretical Comparison: e.g., Erikson's ego psychosocial 

development theory compared with Wilber's integral spectrum model in order to support positive 

preparation for dying in hospice or palliative care practice. Theoretical Concept Comparison: e.g., 

Marxian dialectical conflict compared with dynamic systems/deep ecological homeokinesis and 

mutual benefit in order to address environmental racism through community action. Practice 

Approach Comparison: Narrative social constructionist therapy compared with Bowen Family 

Systems therapy in working with intrafamilial violence. Practice Population Focused 

Comparison: Jungian archetypal theory compared with Indigenous Medicine Wheel teachings 

applied to practice with Indigenous peoples. 

 

All relevant required readings and course materials must be utilized, including guidelines for 

theory comparison and critique. Beyond these, at least 12 scholarly sources total must be used, 

including any combination of refereed articles, books, and separately authored book chapters (e.g., 

chapters within an edited collection). These additional readings must include at least 4 social work 

sources (i.e., written by a social work affiliated scholar or appearing in a social work journal) and 

at least one original writing by a leading theorist for each of the 2 theories used (e.g., if discussing 

Piaget’s theory, read Piaget). Allow enough time to identify these readings, obtain them through 

the library or interlibrary loan, and read them thoroughly.  

 

For this paper: (1) APA style must be used correctly, (2) All required relevant course readings 

and materials must be used, (3) At least 12 scholarly sources used (beyond course materials), (4) 

You must include at least 4 social work sources, (5) You must include at least 2 original writings 

by leading theorists.  The paper must be clear and well organized. Length must be 13-15 pages 
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plus references and attachments; all double spaced with 1 inch margins in Times New Roman 

font. 

 

The format for this paper follows: 

 

A. Introduction (1 page): 8 points       

• Statement of the topic, rationale, and plan for the paper 

(including 2 theories chosen) 

 

B. Theoretical Perspective 1 (4-5 pages): 30 points    

• Presentation of major ideas relevant to topic (10 pts)     

• Social work practice implications regarding your topic (10 pts) 

• Strengths of the theory (5 pts)*     

• Weaknesses of the theory (5 pts)*     

 

C. Theoretical Perspective 2 (4-5 pages): 30 points 

• Presentation of major ideas relevant to topic (10 pts)   

• Social work practice implications regarding your topic (10 pts)  

• Strengths of the theory (5 pts)*     

• Weaknesses of the theory (5 pts)*      

 

D. Similarities and Differences between the theories (2 pages): 15 points 

• Compare their similarities and differences regarding  

o approaches to practice (5 pts)     

o relative strengths (5 pts)      

o relative weaknesses (5 pts)     

 

E. Preference (1-2 pages): 8 points 

Explanation of preference (i.e., choice of one, integration of both, or rejection of both) based on 

scholarly support. 

 

A. Quality and Format of Writing (9 points) 

 

• Current APA style is used correctly for format, citations, and references 

• All required relevant course readings and materials are used 

• At least 12 scholarly sources are used (beyond course materials) 

• Includes at least 4 social work related sources 

• Includes at least 2 original writings by leading theorist(s) 

• Writing is clear and well organized 

• Length is 13-15 pages plus references and attachments 

 

*When you evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the theories, consider three aspects of 

quality: (1) how well the theory is composed regarding the quality of its form, such as clarity of 

its concepts, logical and coherent relation between its propositions, parsimony, or comprehensive 

perspective on human behavior; (2) how well the theory is supported by empirical evidence 
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(e.g., qualitative and quantitative research); and (3) how well the theory fits with professional 

social work purposes and values (e.g., aids holistic understanding of the person and 

environment, addresses human diversity, and offers approaches relevant to social work practice 

that promote well-being and justice).  

 

Theory evaluation criteria are discussed in chapters 1 and 14. They are also presented by the 

instructor in the first two Power Points.   

 

OPTION TWO: IN-DEPTH EXPLORATION OF ONE THEORY (13-15 pages plus references 

and attachments) 

 

Instructions: In-Depth Exploration of One Theory for Practice. This paper is an opportunity 

for you to explore a topic and single theory related to the course in more depth. The structure is 

similar to the theory critique essays for online sessions, but it is much more in-depth and must be 

supported by scholarly literature. The student can choose any theory or theoretical issue related to 

individual and family behavior. This theory must be connected to the student’s interest in social 

work practice. The basic ideas of the theory should be presented in relation to a chosen practice 

interest (for example, briefly summarize it and discuss key concepts). Then, use the key concepts 

you find most applicable to your practice area and apply them to what you might do as a social 

worker in working with your client. You need to decide whether to focus on one particular theorist 

within a school of theory (e.g., Piaget within Cognitive Theory) or a broad school of theory (e.g., 

Cognitive Theory). 

 

Examples of chosen practice interests might include (1) Life span theory in working with 

teenagers who are dealing with coming out as a gay or lesbian person; (2) Family resilience or 

symbolic interaction theory to explore social work practice with families facing divorce; (3) 

Behavioral, moral or cognitive development theory to explore how to work with teens involved 

in school violence or aggressive behavior; (4) Empowerment theory applied to people with 

disabilities addressing discrimination, oppression, and power blocks; (5) Transpersonal theory to 

work with caregivers providing care for a frail elder or a dying person. 

 

The theory should be evaluated from the standpoint of its usefulness for application to the chosen 

practice interest. Use criteria given in class and textbook for evaluating theories. The design of 

the paper is included below. 

 

Note that when you discuss your decision whether to use a theory, this should not be merely a 

matter of personal opinion. Your preference must be supported and explained by considering the 

scholarly literature, evidence of effectiveness, and congruence with professional values and ethics.  

 

For this paper: (1) APA style must be used correctly, (2) All required relevant course readings 

and materials must be used, (3) At least 12 scholarly sources used (beyond course materials), 

including: (4) You must include at least 4 social work sources, (5) You must include at least 2 

original writings by leading theorist.  The paper must be clear, well organized, and must be 13-

15 pages plus references and attachments, all double spaced with 1 inch margins Times New 

Roman font. 
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The format for this paper follows: 

 

A. Introduction (1 page): 8 points         

• Identify your chosen practice interest topic 

• Identify the theory, theorist, or major concept of the theory applied to this topic 

• Explain the relevance to social work 

 

B. Theoretical Insight at the Micro Level and/or Macro Level (4-5 pages): 30 points  

• Explain the theory’s insights about any biological, psychological, spiritual, family, or 

group dynamic aspects relevant to the topic 

And/or 

• Explain the theory’s insights about any organizational, social, cultural, economic, 

political, or natural environmental aspects relevant to the topic 

 

C. Implications for Social Work Practice (4-5 pages): 30 points 

     

• Discuss implications of the theory for social work practice regarding your chosen 

practice interest, for example, style of helping interaction, therapeutic practices, social 

change techniques, or other specific helping actions         

 

D. Evaluation of the Theory (2-3 pages): 15 points 

 

Discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the theory regarding three aspects of quality: 

• how well the theory is composed regarding the quality of its form, such as clarity of its 

concepts, logical and coherent relation between its propositions, parsimony, or 

comprehensive perspective on human behavior 

• how well the theory is supported by empirical evidence (e.g., qualitative and 

quantitative research) 

• how well the theory fits with professional social work purposes and values (e.g., aids 

holistic understanding of the person and environment, addresses human diversity, and 

offers approaches relevant to social work practice that promote wellbeing and justice).   

    

E. Conclusion (1 page): 8 points          

Explain your decision about whether you would use this theory in practice, based on the 

previously presented knowledge and evaluation 

 

F.Quality and Format of Writing (9 points) 

 

• Current APA style is used correctly for format, citations, and references 

• All required relevant course readings and materials are used 

• At least 12 scholarly sources are used (beyond course materials) 

o Includes at least 4 social work related sources 

o Includes at least 2 original writings by leading theorist(s) 

• Writing is clear and well organized 

• Length is 13-15 pages plus references and attachments 
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….. 
 

ASSIGNMENT #4 – (Two Options) 

 

Option One: Take Home Exams 1 and 2 (For online sessions) [combined, 20% of final course 

grade] 

 

The take home exams will test students' ability to identify, describe, and think critically about the 

range of human behavior theories covered in the textbook and class sessions. Each exam (25 

multiple choice questions each) will cover about half of the content of the course material on 

theories in order to make the content managable. See the course schedule for the due dates. The 

exam questions will be made available through the course online website with instructions 

provided by the instructor. You may utilize course notes, textbook, and other materials, but you 

must work on your own without help from others. The exams give students an opportunity to 

refine knowledge of the range of theories, their similarities and differences, and the applicability to 

social work practice. This format helps students to prepare for the knowledge competency aspect 

of professional practice which is also tested in licensure exams. The format allows students to 

consult references within a limited time in order to simulate the situation of practitioners who must 

be familiar with a wide range of theories and know how to obtain more detailed information 

quickly in order to address specific practice situations for which various theories may be relevant. 

 

Exams will be submitted… [explain procedures]. 

 

[Note for the instructor: The textbook publisher can provide sample test questions to those who 

use the textbook for their course. See the publisher’s website for the textbook’s resources.] 

 

Option Two: Mandala Integrating Theoretical Insights for Personal and Professional 

Growth [20% of final course grade] 

 

This creative and holistic learning project enables students to identify, analyze, and integrate the 

insights from various theories about the bio-psycho-social-spiritual-natural environmental aspects 

of human life and development that are most relevant to your personal and professional growth to 

enhance professional practice. The project involves creating a personalized Mandala of Personal 

and Professional Growth based on Figures 13.1 and 13.2 in Chapter 13 of the textbook. This 

project engages students' thinking, feeling, sensing, and intuiting abilities through multi-media 

expression. More detailed explanation and examples will be provided in class and online. See the 

course schedule for due date. 

 

….. 

 

Statement About Self-Disclosure and Confidentiality 

Personal self-disclosure of the student in class, online, and in written assignments is voluntary, 

except for reflections of personal and professional growth as relevant to course assignments. The 

student needs to clarify one's own comfort level and sense of privacy regarding self-disclosure. 

Students must respect each others’ right to confidentiality for all course based interactions. 

 

X.  GRADING 
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 A.  Grading Scale 

[Explain all standards and procedures for grading.] 

 Attendance Policy and Professional Demeanor 

Professional demeanor is required for all interactions between students, faculty, and guest 

presenters whether in person, via email, or otherwise online. Unprofessional behavior, including 

ethical violations, can result in reduction of the final grade or in extreme cases, failure. All 

modes of communication relating to this course (in vivo or online, in or outside of class) must 

comply with the NASW Code of Ethics and standards for professional demeanor. 

Students will be asked to explain their views on required readings. Professional demeanor calls 

for accuracy, clarity, and reflectiveness of responses. Students are expected to communicate 

between themselves and the instructor in a manner that encourages open dialogue, appreciates 

diversity, and tolerates disagreement.   

This course combines educational methods of lecture, discussion and experiential exercises. The 

instructor will seek consent from all students for participation in experiential exercises. Students 

must make clear to each other and the instructor their comfort or discomfort with proposed 

exercises, so that modifications can be made and a consensus of agreement can be achieved. 

[Include policies pertaining to use of cell phones, personal computers, AI, and any other means 

of communication for classroom interactions and assignments.]  

Attendance. 

[Explain policies related to attendance and absence regarding both in-person and online 

sessions.] 

Late Assignments Policy 

[Explain policies related to missing or late assignments and making-up for missing or late 

assignments.]  

 

B. Academic Misconduct and Plagiarism 

 

[Explain policies as established by the university and department.] 

 

XI.     SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS 

a. [Explain policies, procedures, and university resources for accommodating and 

supporting students with disabilities.] 

 

b. [Explain policies, procedures for accommodations if religious observances conflict with 

class or due dates for class assignments.]  

 

c. [Other as needed.] 

 

XII.  RECORDING AND SHARING RECORDINGS OF LECTURES  

 [State any relevant policies.] 
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XIII.  CONFIDENTIALITY AND PRIVACY CONSIDERATIONS 

The NASW Code of Ethics requires that social workers protect client confidentiality and privacy.  

Various state and federal regulations, including the HIPPA Privacy Rule, may also protect the 

confidentiality of client information in settings where social work students are engaged in 

practicum placements.  [Instructor should adapt to current professional ethics in their national 

context.] In order to safeguard these client rights:  

• Always disguise the name and other personal identifying information when you speak or 

write about a client.   

• If writing in great detail about a client, ask permission from that client. 

• Share nothing discussed in class about specific clients, agencies, or other students outside 

of this classroom.   

• Any information shared with the instructor will be confidential, within the limits defined 

by the NASW Code of Ethics and relevant legal guidelines. 

• Information regarding your performance or behavior as a student is protected by the 

Federal Education Rights and Privacy Act.  However, student information can be shared between 

KU faculty, staff, administration, or field instructors when there is a compelling educational or 

safety reason to do so. 

 

XIV. INCLEMENT WEATHER POLICY 

 

[State policies and procedures for addressing inclement weather, including possible cancellation 

of course sessions and safety.] 

 

XVII. COURSE SCHEDULE SW 730  

 

For classroom sessions, complete readings prior to the class meeting time. For online sessions, 

complete readings and assignments and make postings by the time indicated. This schedule 

shows each session (weekly) plan for topics, readings, and online assignments. Online session 

numbers and dates are highlighted.  

 

Session 1. Classroom 

 

• Introduction to the course 

• Discussion of questions about the syllabus and course plan 

• Explanation of online components and overview of online course site 

• The nature of theories and their relevance to social work practice 

• Critical perspective and criteria for theory evaluation 

• Introduction to systems theories 

 

Reading: None 

 

Session 2. Classroom 
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• Continued orientation to course design and plan 

• Understanding social systems, social change, and alternatives for social action 

• Parsons general theory of action, social functionalism, dynamic systems theory, and 

ecophilosophy (i.e., deep ecology and ecofeminism) 

• Introduction to conflict theories 

 

Reading:  

• Course syllabus  

o Review syllabus in detail and identify questions to bring to class. 

o Note: you are required to be familiar with all details of the syllabus. 

• Robbins, et al.: Chapter 1 on the Nature of Theories and Chapter 2 on Systems Theory 

 

Session 3. Sept 16 Online 

 

• Understanding social systems, social change, and alternatives for social action, 

continued 

• Conflict theories including Marxian and Neo-Marxian theories and other conflict 

theories 

• Introduction to theories for empowerment 

• Begin planning for team presentations  

 

Reading:  

 

• Robbins, et al.: Chapter 3 on Conflict Theories  

• Plus pages 446-450 of chapter 14 on Relevance to Fields of Practice and Twelve Great 

Ideas 

 

Online Activities Postings due by [date, time]… 

 

• Review Power Point, as needed. 

 

• View important concepts for relevant chapters (see PDF document provided to the 

instructor by the textbook publisher). 

 

• Review online operations and use of internet, including downloading documents (Word, 

Power Point, PDF), posting assignments, accessing internet links, operation of discussion 

board, etc.).  

 

• Theory Commentary 1: Theories of Social Systems and Social Change (choose one from 

Chapter 2; see list below) 

 

Note: For this and all other commentaries, follow instructions for Assignment 1 in the 

syllabus. 

 

1. Structural Functionalism 
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2. Ecological Perspective for social work 

3. Dynamic Systems Theory 

4. Deep Ecology 

5. Ecofeminism 

 

• Team Presentation Planning 

 

Read the assigned section from Chapter 14 to obtain an overview of the theories covered in the 

textbook. See the instructions for Assignment 2 in the syllabus. Begin thinking about possible 

theories and topics you would like to address in a team presentation. Post a brief (1-2 sentence) 

description of your interest on the Discussion Board in response to the discussion string posted 

by the instructor. That will help fellow students and the instructor to know your interest. You 

will have opportunity to discuss your interests in the next in-classroom session when the 

instructor will help you to begin organizing teams. 

 

Session 4. Classroom 

 

• Comparing systems and conflict theories 

• Theories for empowerment 

• Forming teams 

 

Reading:  

• Robbins, et al.: and Chapter 4 on Theories of Empowerment and Social Capital 

 and Chapter 5 on Feminist Theories  

 

Session 5. Online 

 

• Empowerment and Diversity Continued 

• Social work empowerment theories 

• LGBTQI theories 

• Feminist theories 

• Culture and Intercultural Interaction 

 

Reading:  

• Robbins, et al.: Chapter 6 on Cultural Interaction 

 

Online Activities Postings due by ... 

 

• Review Power Point as needed. 

 

• View important concepts for relevant chapters (see PDF document). 

 

• Theory Commentary 2: Theories of Conflict, Diversity, and Empowerment (choose one 

from Chapter 3, 4, 5, or 6; see list below) 

 

From chapter 3 
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1. Classical Marxian Theory, including class conflict 

2. Any Neo-Marxian conflict theorist (e.g., Mannheim, Lukacs, Marcuse, Habermas, 

Wallerstein) 

3. Any other conflict theorist (e.g., C. Wright Mills, Dahrendorf, Collins, Coser, Fromm, 

Piketty) 

From chapter 4 

4. LGBTQI theories 

5. Social Work Empowerment theories 

6. Social Capital theory 

From chapter 5 

7. Feminist Standpoint theory 

8. Relational-Cultural theory 

9. Any other feminist theory or perspective 

From chapter 6 

10. The Dual Perspective 

11. Bicultural Socialization 

12. Minority Identity 

13. Multidimensional Model of Bicultural Identity (Galan et al.) 

14. Transculturality 

15. Cultural Competence and Cultural Humility 

 

Session 6. Classroom 

 

• Psychodynamic, life span, and cognitive/moral development theories 

 

Reading 

• Robbins et al., Chapter 7 on Psychodynamic Theory; and Chapter 8 on Life Span 

 

 

Session 7. Online 

 

• Developmental theories continued 

• Faith development, multiple intelligences 

• Introduction to symbolic interactionism and social constructionism 

 

Reading 

• Robbins et al., Chapter 9 on Theories of Cognitive, Moral, and Faith Development and 

Chapter 10 on Symbolic Interactionism 

 

Online Activities Postings due by… 

 

• Review Power Point, as needed. 

 

• View important concepts for relevant chapters (see PDF document). 
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• Exam 1, post online (to be explained in class) [or begin work on the Mandala alternative 

option; contact the instructor to indicate decision to do the Mandala option] 

 

• Team Presentation Planning Intensive 

 

Work with your teammates to intensify your planning for the team presentation. Follow these 

instructions: 

a. Refine your presentation topic 

b. Select a team reporter who will post your topic online 

c. Agree on your roles as teammates to complete preparation for the presentation 

d. Note when your presentation is scheduled and plan your work pace accordingly. 

e. Team reporter must post the topic (1 sentence) and list of all team members on the online 

discussion board string  

 

Session 8. Classroom  

 

• Women’s development 

• LGBTQI development 

• Moral and faith development 

• Phenomenology, social constructionism 

• Behaviorism, social learning theory, and social exchange theory 

• Student team presentation 

 

Reading 

• Robbins et al., Chapter 11 on Phenomenology, Constructionism, and Hermeneutics; and 

Chapter 12 on Behaviorism, Social Learning, and Exchange Theory 

 

Session 9. Online 

 

• Symbolic interactionism, social constructionism, and phenomenology, continued 

• Introduction to transpersonal theory 

 

Reading 

Robbins et al., Chapter 13 on Transpersonal Theory 

 

Online Activities Postings due by... 

 

• Review Power Point, as needed. 

 

• View important concepts for relevant chapters (see PDF document). 

 

• Theory Commentary 3:  Theories of Individuals’ Bio-Psycho-Social-Spiritual 

Development  (choose one from Chapters 7, 8, or 9; see list below) 

 

From chapter 7 

1. Freud 
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2. Adler 

3. Horney 

4. Sullivan 

5. Object Relations Theory 

6. Chodorow 

7. Kohut 

8. The Freudian Left 

From chapter 8 

9. Physical and Motor Development (Table 8.1) and Neurobiology 

10. Erikson 

11. Midlife Development Models (e.g., Levinson and others) 

12. Late Adulthood Development Models (e.g., Havighurst, Jung, Friedan, Tornstam) 

13. Women's Development Models (e.g., Gilligan, Bem, Shame Resilience) 

14. GLBTQI Identity Development 

From chapter 9 

15. Piaget 

16. Emotional and Multiple Intelligences (Gardner, Goleman) 

17. Kohlberg 

18. Kanjirathinkal 

19. Gilligan 

20. Fowler 

 

Session 10. Classroom 

 

• Transpersonal theory 

• Holistic perspective on application of theories 

 

Reading 

• Robbins et al., Chapter 14 on Holistic Application of Theories 

 

Session 11. Online 

 

• Application of theories to special interests of students 

 

Reading: From now on, concentrate on literature search and intensive reading for final paper 

 

Online Activities Postings due by... 

 

• Review Power Point as needed. 

 

• View important concepts for relevant chapters (see PDF document). 

 

• Team Presentation Planning 

 

Work with your teammates in person and/or online. 
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• Decide Final Paper Topic 

 

By this point you need to decide your topic for the final paper. Post a one sentence explanation 

of your chosen topic on the online discussion string. For example: "I will explore Wilber's 

Integral theory and its application to the recovery process of adults with severe and persistent 

mental illness." Students are encouraged to consult with each other to help think through the 

topics.  

 

• Theory Commentary 4: Theories of Symbolic Interactionism, Phenomenology, 

Behaviorism, Exchange, or Transpersonal/Integral Theories  (choose one from Chapters 

10, 11, 12, or 13; see list below) 

 

From chapter 10 

1. Cooley 

2. Mead 

3. Blumer 

4. Kuhn 

5. Goffman 

6. Stone 

7. Labeling Theory 

8. Role Theory 

From chapter 11 

9. Husserl 

10. Schutz 

11. Garfinkle 

12. Berger & Luckmann 

13. Foucault 

14. Hermeneutics 

From chapter 12 

15. Watson 

16. Skinner 

17. Dollard & Miller 

18. Bandura 

19. Exchange Theory 

From chapter 13 

20. Maslow 

21. Existential Theory 

22. Jung or Assagioli 

23. Holotropic Theory 

24. Wilber's Spectrum Model of Development/Integral Theory 

 

Session 12. Classroom 

 

• Application of theories to special interests of students 

• Student team presentation(s) 
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Reading 

Intensify reading and writing for final paper. 

  

Session 13. Online 

 

• Application of theories to special interests of students 

 

Online Activities Postings due by... 

 

• Exam 2, post online,  

o Or complete Mandala alternative assignment and post online 

• Intensify writing of final paper which is due in last classroom session 

 

Session 14. Classroom 

 

• Student team presentation(s) 

• Course wrap up 

• Submit final paper online by…  

 

[Instructor should adapt the schedule to the number of sessions available.] 
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APPENDIX B 

Supplemental Materials for Assignments 
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Suggestions for Maximizing Quality of Theory Commentaries 

 

• Review instructions in the syllabus carefully, including the list of which theories are 

options for a particular online session’s commentary. It is not sufficient to say you are 

applying a broad type of theory, such as systems theory. Specify which systems theory 

(e.g., dynamic systems theory). 

• Use the template headings to organize the commentary, as explained in syllabus. 

• Length should usually be 1 ½-2 pages, single spaced, Times New Roman 12-point font. It 

is difficult to be thorough in less amount than that. 

• Upload as a Word document.  

• In the introduction, specify the social work related issue, the theory chosen to apply to it, 

and the reason for choosing the issue and theory. The issue does not have to come from 

social work practice experience, but it should be relevant to our profession. It could come 

from social work experience as well as from personal experience, volunteer experience, 

or current events.  

o Most chapters of the textbook have flow charts and tables with examples of 

settings for application of theories as well as case examples and activities at the 

end. They might give you ideas for your commentaries. 

• Reading beyond the textbook is not required for this assignment. However, if you would 

like help to understand a given theory or issue more, consider doing some additional 

exploring. (These will also be helpful for other assignments.) 

o One helpful resource is the google scholar search engine. You can access it 

directly online. But it is even more convenient to access through the university 

library electronic databases, because that way you are shown which publications 

are available to you through the electronic library. If you are not familiar with 

how to do this, ask a librarian for help.  

o Another helpful resource is the Encyclopedia of Social Work published online by 

NASW and Oxford University Press. It has numerous articles about many topics. 

You can access them through the library, electronically online. 

o If you do use information from a source beyond the text, cite it APA style. 

• Be sure to view additional resources that accompany the textbook. For example, see the 

pdf document with definitions of important concepts from the textbook. Also, view the 

relevant Power Points that I made. They supplement the textbook. They can be useful for 

summarizing key concepts, evaluating the theory, and identifying relevance to social 

work. 

• When you discuss a theory, use its specific concepts and approaches to social work. For 

example, if you are using dynamic systems theory, then some relevant concepts might be 

homeokinesis, win/win, mutual benefit, Daoistic change. 

• For the last section of the commentary, the discussion of evaluating theories in each 

chapter can be helpful. It can also be helpful to review the NASW Code of Ethics, any 
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relevant standards for social work practice (e.g., cultural competence) on the NASW 

website, and the introductory presentations for this course on criteria for evaluating 

theories.  
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Grading Rubric for Theory Comparison Paper 

Student's name: 

 

[Content] 

 

A. Introduction (1 page): 8 points 

• Statement of the topic, rationale, and plan for the paper (including 2 theories chosen) 

 

B. Theoretical Perspective 1 (4-5 pages): 30 points 

• Presentation of major ideas relevant to topic 

• Strengths of the theory 

• Weaknesses of the theory 

• Social work practice implications regarding your topic 

 

C. Theoretical Perspective 2 (4-5 pages): 30 points 

• Presentation of major ideas relevant to topic 

• Strengths of the theory 

• Weaknesses of the theory 

• Social work practice implications regarding your topic 

 

D. Similarities and Differences between the theories (2 pages): 15 points 

• Evaluation (using at least one each of formal, empirical, and professional related criteria for each 

theory) of their  

o relative strengths 

o  and weaknesses 

• Approaches to practice 

 

E. Preference (1-2 pages): 8 points 

• Explanation of preference (either or integration) based on discussion in paper and scholarly support 

 

[Format] (9 points) 

 

• APA style is used adequately 

• All required relevant course readings and materials are used 

• At least 12 scholarly sources used (beyond course materials) 

• Includes at least 4 social work sources 

• Includes at least 2 original writings by leading theorist 

• Writing is clear, well organized 

• Length is 13-15 pages plus references and attachments 
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Grading Rubric for Single Theory Analysis Paper 

Student's name: 

 

[Content] 

A. Introduction (1 page): 8 points 

• Identify an issue  

• Identify the theory, theorist, or major concept 

• Explain relevance 

B. Theoretical Insight at the Micro Level and/or Macro Level (4-5 pages): 30 points 

• Explain any biological, psychological, and spiritual aspects or family or small group 

dynamics relevant to the issue 

And/or 

• Explain any organizational, social, cultural, economic, or political forces and natural 

environmental aspects relevant to the issue 

C. Implications for the Helping Relationship and/or Specific Helping Practices (4-5 pages): 30 points 

• Apply this theory to the style of your interaction (i.e., role, relationship qualities, 

communication style) 

• What therapeutic practices, social change techniques, or other specific helping actions would 

you use? 

D. Evaluation of the Theory (2-3 pages): 15 points 

• Use at least 2 of the formal criteria to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the theory in 

relation to your topic, based on information from literature review: 5 points 

• Discuss the type and level of support for the theory based on empirical research: 5 points 

• Use at least 2 of the social work professional criteria to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of 

the theory, based on information from literature review: 5 points 

E. Conclusion (1 page): 8 points 

• Decision about whether you would use this theory in practice, based on the previously presented 

knowledge and evaluation 

 

[Format] (9 points) 

• APA style is used adequately 

• All required relevant course readings and materials are used 

• At least 12 scholarly sources used (beyond course materials) 

• Includes at least 4 social work sources 

• Includes at least 2 original writings by leading theorist 

• Writing is clear, well organized 

• Length is 13-15 pages plus references and attachments 
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Grading Sheet for Student Presentation 

 

Students Name(s):                                 

Date of Presentation: 

 

Topic: 

 

The grading criteria are explained in the syllabus. 

 

(1) professional timing and manner (max 10 pts)  

 _________ 

  

(2) topics, rationale, relevance are clear (max 10 pts) _________ 

 

(3) main presentation is clear, thorough, engaging (max 50 pts) _________ 

 

(4) supportive materials and/or media are effective (max 10 pts) _________ 

 

(5) structured class activity well designed and implemented  _________ 

 (max 10 pts) 

(6) class discussion is effective (max 10 pts)  

 _________ 

 

TOTAL POINTS (MAX 100)* _________ 

 

*Since this is a team presentation, grade is for every member.  

 

Other comments: 
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APPENDIX C 

Exercise for Comparative Analysis of Three 

Human Development Models 
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Exercise for Comparative Analysis of Three Human Development Models 

Review the following table that summarizes developmental models of Erikson, Fowler, and Wilber. Write brief 

responses to each of the questions that follow. 

Table 8.1 (Adapted from CHBT and Spiritual Diversity in Social Work Practice, 3E, 2020 by Canda, Furman, 

& Canda. Used by Permission.) 

Qualities of Spiritual Development Emerging Through the Life Cycle in Three Stage Theories 

Usual Age of Emergence 

(if at all) 

Erikson: 

Ego Challenge  

Stage and Virtue 

Fowler: 

Faith Stage  

and Quality 

Wilber: 

Consciousness  

Stage and Quality 

Older Adulthood  

 

 

 

 

 

Ego Integrity vs. Despair:  

Wisdom 

 

 

 

 

Universalizing Faith:  

Nonjudgmental, 

Transcendent, 

Compassionate, World 

Justice, Inclusive View 

Super-Integral:  Clear, 

Compassionate Awareness, 

and Oneness with All 

 

Integral/Vision Logic:  

Holistic Inclusivity and 

Communion with World 

 

Relativistic/Pluralistic: 

Sensitivity to Individual 

and Cultural Diversity 

 

Formal Operational: 

Sophisticated Rationality 

 

 

 

Middle Adulthood Generativity vs. 

Stagnation:  Care 

Conjunctive Faith:  

Complex and Pluralistic 

View 

Early Adulthood Intimacy vs. Isolation:  

Love 

Individuative-Reflective 

Faith:  Critical Reflection 

 

Adolescence Ego Identity vs. Role 

Confusion:  Fidelity 

Synthetic-Conventional 

Faith:  Personalized Peer 

Referenced Beliefs 

Concrete Operational:  

Autonomous But 

Conformist Perspective 

 

 Older Childhood Industry vs. Inferiority:  

Competence 
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Middle Childhood Initiative vs. Guilt:  

Purpose 

 

Mythic-Literal Faith:  

Loyalty to Community 

Beliefs 

Late Preoperational:  

Symbolic Representational 

Thinking 

 

Early Childhood Antonomy vs. Shame, 

Doubt:   

Will Power 

Intuitive-Projective Faith:  

Creative Fantasy 

Preoperational:  Fantasy 

and Emotional 

Centeredness 

 

Infancy Trust vs. Mistrust:  Hope Primal Faith:   

Trust in the Universe & 

Divinity Shaped by 

Experience of Caretakers 

Sensori-physical:  Body-

Oriented Awareness 

 

1) Choose two of these models of human development. Skim back through the textbook and your notes 

to remind yourself of details. Consider such issues as: 

a. Theoretical basis of the model. 

b. Cultural, philosophical, religious, ideological, and other background assumptions or 

influences on the model. 

c. Ideas about the main influences on human development (e.g., genetic/innate, individual 

choice, environmental factors). 

d. Ideas about possibilities for optimal human development. 

e. Empirical evidence. 

f. Congruence with social work values. 

g. Implications for social work practice. 

 

2) Identify at least 1 similarity between them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3) Identify at least 1 difference between them. 
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4) How is Carol Gilligan's or another feminist theory’s view of women's development similar or different 

from each? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5) Decide whether you prefer one over the other, combine insights of both, or reject both. Explain 

reasons. 
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APPENDIX D 

 

Exercise for Designing a Mandala of Personal and 
Professional Growth 

Based on Insights from Human Behavior Theories 
 

This is an exercise that blends cognitive learning and comparative analysis of the contents of 

theories about human behavior with self-reflection about insights for personal and professional 

growth, expressed through creativity and artistry.  

 

The student reflects on aspects of theories that impressed them with insights and implications for 

their own personal and professional growth. The student is encouraged to read the sections of 

Chapter 14 in CHBT about application of theories and the mandalas of person-focused and 

environment-focused theories in order to prepare for this exercise. 

 

The exercise can be completed as a learning activity within course sessions, including sharing of 

the design with fellow students in discussions, and/or as a graded learning assignment. This 

needs to be specified in the syllabus. 

 

Following is a template that shows domains of individual life and the social and planetary 

ecological (natural) environmental contexts. This is a simplified version of the two mandalas in 

the textbook, converging all the domains into one design. The student can use this template to fill 

in each domain and add color and images.  

 

The next page shows a completely blank template that can be designed by the student. 

 

Students can make these designs by hand and/or computer assisted composition.  

 

The student reflects on each domain of personal and the social and planetary ecological (natural) 

environments. They fill in a chosen theory that provides a valuable insight for their personal and 

professional growth, plus a briefly stated growth goal and an action they can take to promote the 

growth.  
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Students also have the option of creating an entirely unique design that incorporates all domains. 

See the example of a mandala by a student, shared by permission, anonymously. The first page 

shows a free-form design, and the second page shows the same student’s mandala with typed 

information for each domain.  
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Mandala of Personal and Professional Growth, Example 
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Grading Rubric for Mandala Assignment 

 

Student's name: 

 

A. Completion of Each Sector (84pts)  

  

         _______ 

• Theories 

• Growth goal  

• Action 

 
 Spiritual Biological Social 

Relational 

Psychological Integration Social 

Environmental  

Planetary 

Ecological  

Theory 

 

       

Growth 

Goal 

       

Action 

 

       

 

 

B. Connection between the chosen theory, goal, and action (5pts) 

• The connections show clear understanding of each theory and implications for growth. 

  

 

C. Clarity, Creativity, and Uniqueness (11) 

• Words written on the mandala are readable and meaning is clear. 

• Adding artistic flair or symbolism to give more depth and richness to the exercise 

    (not requiring technical or artistic expertise, but demonstrating creativity)   

                                                 

 

 

 

 

TOTAL  

  

  

                                     /100    

 

 



103 
 

APPENDIX E 

Readings on Cultural and Spiritual Diversity 
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My career has been dedicated to prepare social workers to engage with cultural and spiritual 

diversity in appropriate, respectful, and humble ways. Therefore, I frequently incorporate 

discussions of my research regarding East Asian cultures, religions, and philosophies, as 

illustrations of worldviews and modes of helping and healing that contrast with the prevalent 

assumptions found in commonly used theories of human behavior and social work practice. I 

sometimes do this through brief comments and examples and sometimes I present modules that 

typically take 45 to 60 minutes, accompanied by recommended readings. The following are some 

of my publications that include material I have used for this purpose. 

This is only one example of how instructors can enliven their courses by integrating insights 

from their research, professional practice, and personal lives into teaching and discussions. I 

have found that students usually respond well and even enthusiastically when instructors bring 

their own passions into their teaching, modelling self-reflection and holistic integration of 

personal and professional aspects of their lives.   

Books 

Canda, E. R. (2024). A transcultural perspective on social work with cultural and spiritual 

diversity. Lawrence, KS: The University of Kansas Libraries.  https://hdl.handle.net/1808/35577. 

Open access. 

Canda, E. R. (2023). Gripped by the drum: The inspiring artistry of master percussionist Kim 

Byeong Seop in the Korean tradition of nongak. Lawrence, KS: The University of Kansas 

Libraries.  https://hdl.handle.net/1808/34564. Open access. 

Canda, E. R. (2022). The way of humanity: Confucian wisdom for an opening world – Teachings 

of the Korean philosopher, Haengchon; second edition. Lawrence, KS: The University of Kansas 

Libraries. http://hdl.handle.net/1808/32470. Winner of Nautilus Book Award (Silver) for 2024 in 

the category of Religion/Spirituality of Eastern Thought. Open access. 

Canda, E. R., Furman, L. D., Canda, H. (2020). Spiritual diversity in social work practice: The 

heart of helping, third edition. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Articles and Chapters 

Banerjee, M. B., & Canda, E. R. (2012). Culturally competent international social work 

research. CSWE’s Council on Global Learning, Research, and Practice: Online Module for 

Teaching in the Research Curriculum. http://www.cswe.org/File.aspx?id=63456. Open access. 

Canda, E. R. (2013). Filial piety and care for elders: A contested Confucian virtue re- 

examined. Journal of Ethnic & Cultural Diversity in Social Work, 22 (3-4), 213-234, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15313204.2013.843134. 

 

https://hdl.handle.net/1808/35577
https://hdl.handle.net/1808/34564
http://hdl.handle.net/1808/32470
http://www.cswe.org/File.aspx?id=63456
https://doi.org/10.1080/15313204.2013.843134
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Canda, E. R. (2002). Buddhism. In Mary P. Van Hook, Beryl Hugen & Marian Aguilar (Eds.), 

Spirituality within religious traditions in social work practice (pp. 53-72). New York: 

Wadsworth. 

Canda, E. R. (1995). Bodhisattva, sage, and shaman: Exemplars of compassion and service in 

traditional Korean religions. In Ho-Youn Kwon (Ed.), Korean cultural roots: Religion and social 

thoughts (pp. 31-44). Chicago, IL: Integrated Technical Resources. 

Canda, E. R. (1991). East/West philosophical synthesis in transpersonal theory. Journal of 

Sociology and Social Welfare, 18(4), 137-152. 

https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/bitstream/handle/1808/29772/East_West%20Philosophical%20Sy

nthesis%20in%20Transpersonal%20Theory.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y. Open access. 

Canda, E. R. & Gomi, S. (2019). Zen philosophy of spiritual development: Insights about human 

development and spiritual diversity for social work education. Journal of Religion & Spirituality 

in Social Work: Social Thought, 38(1), 43-67. https://doi.org/10.1080/15426432.2018.1520671. 

Canda, E. R., Moon, J., & Kim, K. M. (2017). Korean social welfare’s approach to spiritual 

diversity. In Crisp, B. R. (Ed.), The Routledge handbook of religion, spirituality and social work 

(pp. 26-34). London: Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315679853-5. 

Canda, E. R., & Phaobtong, T. (1992). Buddhism as a support system for Southeast Asian 

Refugees. Social Work, 37(1), 61-67. https://doi.org/10.1093/sw/37.1.61 

Gomi, S., & Canda, E. R. (2012). The Billiken: Bringer of good luck and cultural competence. 

Reflections: Narratives of Professional Helping, 18(1), 73-82. 

https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/handle/1808/32553. Open access. 

Kang, N., & Canda, E. R. (1995). Opening the word-gate: The innovative style of a Korean 

shaman. Shaman’s Drum, (Summer), 49-55. https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/handle/1808/34033. 

Open access. 
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