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Course Overview 

At the College for Social Innovation, our mission is to educate and inspire the next generation of 
problem solvers (you!) to tackle humanity’s tough challenges. The goal of this course, titled Becoming 
a Problem Solver, is to provide you with hands-on, self-directed, team-based learning opportunities 
where you can apply cross-sector skills, tools and knowledge to understanding how to solve social 
problems – from the simple to the complex – whether on campus, in the workplace, in a community, 
wherever you are in the world. 
 

Course Components  

The College for Social Innovation Curriculum 
framework (right) was developed after more than 
a year of research, testing and iteration.  
 
We chose these eight competency areas because 
they match the following three criteria:  

1) identified by employers across all 
industries as skills entry level employees 
need that they often do not have when they 
graduate from college;  

2) recognized by the broader social impact community as key skills for change-makers;  
3) mostly not taught in traditional college classrooms and/or best learned experientially. 

 
The Becoming a Problem Solver course is taught every Friday from 10:00am-3:00pm (with 
optional breakfast at 9:30am) and is primarily focused on the seven skills circled above, with multiple 
labs and workshops, team-based assignments, and reflection activities in each competency area. See 
the related Course Outline for a breakdown of classes, activities, assignments and grading rubrics. 
 

What You Can Expect 

College for Social Innovation believes in experiential, project-based learning, in the classroom and out. 
Becoming a Problem Solver is designed to feel substantially different from a typical undergraduate 
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university course, with an emphasis on design thinking, self-discovery, professional responsibility, 
storytelling, working in diverse teams, networking, presentation skills, and qualitative research and 
analysis. 
 
You should expect to spend on average 1-2 hours preparing before each course meeting, depending 
on how well you read. Preparation will involve reading short articles, writing in your journal, watching 
videos, sharing reflections, and/or preparing group work or guest speaker questions. All assignments 
will be posted on Schoology at least one week prior to Friday’s class. 
 
The Human Centered Design Challenge is a five week team project that will require significant out of 
class time. Other major assignments for this course, i.e., reflection papers, host organization poster, 
showcase story, will require time, so please review the syllabus carefully and plan your time 
accordingly. There is an important degree of synergy between these assignments and the Social 
Innovator’s Toolbox course assignments so that what you learn in this course will serve you well for that 
course. 
 
Learning Objectives 

Upon completing this course students should be able to: 
 

1. Understand and articulate your ability to be an agent for social change through words and               
action; Understand what you believe and why, and how to engage in  radical collaboration;  

2. Demonstrate a working knowledge of concepts, models, frameworks, and good practices in the             
field of social innovation, social impact management, and conscious social change, with a focus              
on marginalized communities and on the power of networks and teams;  

3. Appreciate the connections between self-reflection, self-care and the capacity to create positive            
social impact by recognizing your own strengths, weaknesses and identities through           
introspection, and being attentive and respectful of differences in attitudes, beliefs and            
customs;  

4. Communicate complex ideas to diverse audiences effectively and in a professional setting,            
including communicating the relevance of storytelling, data and design tools and frameworks to             
define and address social problems, recognizing how to expose bias in operating assumptions; 

5. Communicate realistic goals and a path to achieve them in a rapidly changing environment              
without complete information; learn to listen attentively, and give and receive feedback as a              
sign of respect; 

6. Challenge ideas and concepts of what the role of business, government and social sector              
leadership can look like in the 21st century; demonstrate professional behavior that reflects             
self-knowledge, an optimistic mindset, curiosity, kindness, generosity and creative confidence. 

 
Mindfulness. At the start of every class we will take five minutes for a mindfulness or other similar                  
exercise. This is a time when all electronic equipment and food is put away, and we sit as a class and                     
focus on our intentions for the day. These exercises help prepare the mind and body for learning and                  
can relieve stress or tension, thus enhancing your ability to stay focused and thoughtful throughout               
class discussions. There is ample evidence that mindfulness improves productivity and learning both             
in the classroom and the workplace. Your instructor is trained in this practice. If you are late, we ask                   

2 
 

http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/mindfulness_in_education_research_highlights
http://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2015/08/mindfulness-education-schools-meditation/402469/
http://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2015/08/mindfulness-education-schools-meditation/402469/
http://www.kenan-flagler.unc.edu/~/media/Files/documents/executive-development/unc-white-paper-bringing-mindfulness-to-the-workplace_final.pdf


Fall 2018 Course Syllabus (8.29.18) 
 
that you please wait outside until the mindfulness exercise is finished, or ten minutes after class start                 
time. 

 

What We Expect From You 

✓ Preparation – All success is built on a foundation of hard work; if you are called on and you are                    
unprepared, this will impact your participation grade. Your preparation is evaluated by the             
quality of your questions more than your answers. Every individual assignment you hand in              
will give you the opportunity to pledge that the work you are turning in is yours and yours                  
alone. We are committed to your personal development and to your adherence to the highest               
level of ethics and academic quality. 

 
✓ Planning - Research has demonstrated that, contrary to popular thought, the act of planning is               

key to entrepreneurial thought and action, as it is for your success in this class. Do not                 
procrastinate or you will not do well. If you see yourself falling behind, do not wait to meet to                   
discuss time management and devise a strategy to handle your workload given all your other               
commitments. Planning takes time and purposeful effort. 

 
✓ Creativity – Social changemakers have the ability to see what others do not, and social               

innovation often requires the ability to harness untapped skills in others and use these to the                
benefit of the whole. To succeed, you must engage your creative side, and remain open to                
challenging your current assumptions and beliefs about yourself and society. This includes            
freezing negative assumptions and adopting a “Yes-And” approach when listening to your            
teammates and discussing ideas. 

 
✓ Respect – Your conduct in class should include being kind, respectful and generous at all times                

to your fellow students, instructors and guest speakers, considerate of divergent opinions, and             
fully committed to the productive completion of each of our class sessions. This includes your               
contribution to building strong teams and working in collaboration. Listening without judgment            
and avoiding the temptation to be distracted when someone else is talking is the clearest sign of                 
deep respect. 

 
✓ Problem Solving – You are expected to critically analyze, synthesize and evaluate ideas and              

communicate your views clearly and convincingly. When there are things you do not             
understand or agree with in class discussion, you should always share these with the class,               
asking open-ended questions for the purpose of understanding yourself, so that others may             
benefit from your questions. 

 

Daily Schedule  

This is a snapshot of a typical schedule - it may vary slightly for trips, guest speakers or other events:  
 

● 9:30 am – Breakfast served 
● 9:50 am – Breakfast cleaned up (please arrive before 9:45am if you want breakfast) 
● 10:00 am – Mindfulness or other activity 
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● 10:10 am –Week in Review (10 minutes debrief on the week at work, local or global news, big 
ideas) 

● 10:20 am – Part 1 (Open or led discussion on assigned reading, videos or other materials) 
● 12:00 pm - Break 
● 12:15 pm – Lunch (Menus managed by the Community Assistants) 
● 12:45 pm – Part 2 (Team-based activity or individual assignment related to internships) 
● 2:45 pm – Wrap-up/Announcements/Questions 
● 3:00pm to 4:30pm – Office Hours (Feedback and guidance on any aspect of the coursework) 

 

Assignments and Grading 

Letter grades will be assigned for cumulative points according to the following formula. The baseline               
for the College for Social Innovation—meets expectations—means that students who have           
demonstrated overall proficiency in the learning outcomes of the course will earn a B level grade. To                 
the extent you exceed expectations in quality of your work, your grade will be a B+ or an A-, depending                    
on the level and frequency of that performance.  An A grade is reserved for those who exceed                 
expectations consistently, or to a significant degree. A C grade or less is usually the result of failure to                   
submit your work on time, or to follow instructions, or to simply to fail to make the minimal effort to                    
produce a college-level work product.  
 
For all assignments, grading rubrics and samples will be provided to help you understand what is                
required to meet expectations and what is required to exceed those expectations. We do take a                
competency-based approach, which means that you are encouraged to take feedback and coaching to              
improve your work on a weekly basis. Ample opportunities will be given through the course to                
improve upon iterations of draft assignments before they are submitted for final grading by the               
instructor. 
 
93–100% A Exemplary performance 
90–92% A- Consistently above expectations 
87–89% B+ Above expectations, very good 
83–86% B   Meets expectations, good overall performance  
80–82% B- Meets expectations most of the time  
77–79% C+ Mostly meets expectations although below some 
of time 
73–76% C Below expectations but passing  

70–72% C- Below expectations and needs 
improvement 
67–69% D+ Consistently below, but enough to get 
credit 
64–66% D Under performing 
60–63% D- Should consider repeating the course 
< 60% F No credit for the course 

 
You will be assigned a letter grade based on a weighted average of the following – additional details                  
about assignments will be provided in class and on Schoology, including grading rubrics for every               
assignment. 
 
Category Details % of 

Grade 

“Active” 
Participation  

Attendance is mandatory. Tardiness in discouraged. Lateness in 
excess of 10 minutes from the start of class will be marked as an 
absence. More than 2 unexcused absences will result in an automatic 
reduction of half a letter grade on your final grade for the course. 

25% 
 

(10% at 
midterm; 
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“Active” class participation includes preparing readings, 
assignments, participating in large and small group discussions, and 
completing in-class exercises. See Active Participation Rubric for the 
breakdown of evaluation criteria including use of technology during 
class time. 

15% end 
of term) 

Host Org Poster 
& Elevator Pitch 

Create a poster and elevator pitch that tell the story of your host 
organization in a compelling manner, and highlight your visual 
design and storytelling abilities. These will be graded live during the 
open house, and presented to visitors. See Poster Rubric. 

10% 

Human Centered 
Design Challenge 

Using Human Centered Design Research, work in teams to define a 
problem, research the causes, use data to explain a possible design 
solution from a tri-sector perspective, including what resources are 
needed. The final grade will include sub-components, including a 
methodology presentation, demonstration of work completed and a 
final presentation. See Design Challenge Rubric for details. 

30% 

Final Reflection 
Paper 

You will have a journal to write daily reflections. Write a 1500-word 
essay drawing upon any common themes you found in your journal, 
reflecting on your highs and lows over the course of the semester. 
What were the most important lessons you learned about yourself? 
What was the most significant change in your thinking or your 
worldview? How will the things you learned about yourself influence 
what you make or do in the world? See Reflection Paper Rubric. 

25% 

Showcase 
Presentation 

Building off of your journal entries, craft a 3-minute polished story 
(TED-style talk) that draws on your experience working in diverse 
teams, setting goals and achieving them, and being an agent of 
change including a call to action for the public. See Showcase Rubric. 

10% 

 
* Unexcused Absences: If you need to miss a class session for any reason, you must get permission 
from the instructor in advance of class. This should not be the same day of class unless it is a health 
emergency. If your reason for being absent is not accepted (i.e., is not a health, work, family or other 
urgent matter), then you will be marked absent, and it will be your responsibility to work with the 
instructor to get caught up on missed assignments. Please make every effort to come early. It is a way 
to show respect for the instructor’s and your peers time. 
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Orientation & Friday Course Outline 
(Please check Schoology for periodic changes and updates) 

Date Location* Topic for the Day Assignments Due 

Fri, 8/31 Community Room Orientation to Program & City None 

Sat, 9/1 Community Room Build Relationships None 

Tues,.9/4 Community Room Professional Pathways None 

Wed, 9/5 Community Room Human Centered Problem Solving None 

Thurs, 9/6 West Room Writing Your Story Skills Self-Assessment Survey 

Fri, 9/7 West Room Ready to Launch Pre-Program Survey 

Fri, 9/14 West Room Envision Success Readings & Teamwork 

Fri, 9/21 Meet in CfSI lobby Self in Context (& in Nature) Readings & Teamwork 

Fri, 9/28 Community Room Sharing Stories Drafts of Host Org Posters and 
Pitches – In Class 

Fri, 10/5 West Room Self in Action Journal Reflections – In Class 

Fri, 10/12 West Room Open House Host Org Posters and Elevator 
Pitches – In Class 

Fri, 10/19 Community Room Human Centered Design Readings & Teamwork 

Fri, 10/26 Video Conference  
Room 

Work Across Difference Readings & Teamwork 

Fri, 11/2 East Room Ideation HCD Methodology Presentations –
In Class 

Fri, 11/9 Community Room Move From Thought to Action Readings & Teamwork 

Fri, 11/16 Community Room Be Convincing Final HCD Presentations –  
In Class 

Fri, 11/23 No Class -  Thanksgiving  
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Fri, 11/30 Video Conference  
Room 

Master Storytelling Final Reflection Paper Due – 
Thurs, Nov. 29, 12:00pm 

Fri, 12/7 West Room Special Projects Presentations (AM)
 & Showcase Prep (PM) 

Showcase Script Drafts Due 
 – In Class 

Thurs, 12/13 TBC Putting It All Together Final Showcase Script Due  
– In Class 

Fri, 12/14 TBC Student Showcase!!! Final Storytelling Presentations 

 
*Most course meetings will take place in meeting and conference rooms at The Nonprofit Center (89 
South Street, Boston). Group transportation (travel by T, Uber or van) will be coordinated for meetings 
off-site.  Room locations are subject to change and all changes will be communicated either through 
Schoology or by email. Please make sure to check both the website and your email. 

● The Community Room and Video Conference Room are located on the 1st Floor  
● The East and West Rooms are located on the 2nd Floor 
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