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Course Overview 
This course will expose students to the concepts and practices associated with social innovation and social 
entrepreneurship – i.e., the development and growth of new, sustainable, and scalable approaches to the major social 
economic, and environmental challenges facing society.  Students will learn a variety of tools and methods used for the 
development, implementation, management, and assessment of social solutions that they will be able to use over the 
course of their careers.   
 
This course provides the theoretical foundation and academic counterpart to the Social Innovation Fellowship and 
Becoming a Problem Solver course.  The course will emphasize the systemic, interdisciplinary, and often cross-sector 
nature of both the problems and their solutions. 
 
As a course rooted in the social sciences, students will learn some basic concepts of social science methodology and data 
collection techniques and analysis.  This will be important to support their ability to read, understand, and interpret 
some of the research and data driven materials we plan to use in the course.  In addition, there will be an emphasis put 
on using a systems approach to understanding the complexity of the social issues we will cover.  While students’ 
internships will provide one context for their understanding of social issues, the course will aim to provide the broader 
cultural, community, and societal contexts relevant to how issues arose and what solutions are the most likely to 
succeed. As a seminar course, students will experience the course as highly participatory and interactive, experiential 
and dynamic.  Students will actively engage with instructors and each other on the complex social issues facing our 
society using a variety of sources including texts and articles, cases, video, and guest speakers. 
 

Learning Outcomes 
Upon completion of the course students should be able to: 

▪ Identify and understand complex social, economic, and environmental issues, the context in which these issues 
have arisen, and the stakeholders involved; 

▪ Demonstrate knowledge of different levers of change and the role of social innovation in solving social 
problems; 

▪ Apply a variety of tools including theory of change and root cause analysis to define social problems and 
propose solutions; and   

▪ Effectively demonstrate improved competencies in communication, generating insights and recognizing patterns 
in data, and identifying social problems and assessing the efficacy of solutions. 

What to Expect 
Teaching methods will include lectures/presentations by faculty and guest speakers; full-group and small-group 
discussion; debates; written and “live” case studies; individual and team projects; short reflection papers; and a final 
memo. Student learning will be assessed primarily through four “real-world” assignments – a team “Debate” on optimal 
social change approaches; a “Theory of Change” analysis of a social sector organization; a “Data Visualization” project; 
and a final “Memo” (3-5 pages single spaced) addressed to a real-world decision-maker and proposing a policy reform, a 
new program, or a program revision with background on the problem being addressed and the reason the student 
believes their proposal, if adopted, will lead to positive change. 
 

                                                        
1 Curriculum design and course support provided by Lisa R. Jackson, Ph.D. 
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Prior to each Wednesday class session, you will be asked to read and come prepared to discuss a required reading. 
Additionally, in between class sessions you may be asked to complete some pre-work related to an activity or 
assessment. While we have created a syllabus that accounts for the balance of time spent of different aspects of the 
fellowship, all students should generally be prepared for 1-2 hours of outside work per week.  For more detailed 
information on assignments, homework and readings, refer to the course schedule below.  
 
The Semester in the City’s standard grade for meeting expectations is a B/B+.  What this means is that if you do what is 
required in this course, the Social Innovator’s Tool Box, and/or your Internship, the grade you will receive will be either a 
B or B+.  An A grade in any component of the program represents a student’s work and effort 
that exceeds expectations.  For course assignments and grading we will provide you with rubrics and samples 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 and try again if you 
are not pleased with your initial results or grade on a project. 
 
 

What’s Expected of YOU 

Show Up!  

 

o It is essential that you attend all course meetings (Wednesday evenings). 
o Please arrive on-time and ready to work (we will start promptly at 4pm each week).  
o We ask that other than the regularly scheduled dinner break, all technology is away during class 

unless we have asked you to use it for an activity.  
o You will get the most out of this course if you participate fully and push yourself out of your 

comfort zone.  

Be Prepared 
& Ask 
Questions! 

o Critical to success in this course is that you ask questions.  This includes questions for 
clarification, questions to learn more, questions that help the large group learn more, and 
questions that demonstrate you are critically thinking about an issue or topic. 

o In addition to asking questions, you will be called upon to respond to questions that indicate 
you’ve completed the pre-work, engaged with it meaningfully and have been paying attention to 
what’s been happening in class. 

Be a Partner o Powerful learning communities accelerate all participants’ growth and development. Take 
responsibility for making the class the best it can be – for yourself and the other students.  
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Course Schedule 

Unit Date Location Session Theme Key Questions & Concepts Readings/Homework Due 

O
N
E 

1/31 
Community 
Room 

Welcome & 
Context: 
Beginning to 
Build a Learning 
Community  

❒ How will this class compare to other 
aspects of my Semester in the City 
experience?  

❒ How can the same problem look 
different to different people? 

❒ How can systems thinking lead us to 
look at problems differently?  

• Review Syllabus 

• Best, J. (2008). Social Problems, 
pp.3-13  

• OPTIONAL: Carbado, D.W. et al., 
(2013). Intersectionality: 
Mapping the Movements of a 
Theory.Du Bois Review. 

2/7 West Room 

Levers of Social 
Change Pt. 1: 
Introduction 
and Team 
Formation  

❒ What lessons can be learned from 
social change agents throughout 
history?  

❒ How can Gandhi’s “three levers” of 
social change inform how we look at 
problems and social innovations? 

• Schwarz, E. (2014). The 
Opportunity Equation, pp. 103-
118 

• OPTIONAL: Williams, B. & 
Hummelbrunner, R. (2010). 
Systemic Questioning in Systems 
Concepts in Action: A 

Practitioner's Toolkit, pp. 284-291.  

2/14 West Room 
Levers of Social 
Change Part 2: 
Group Debates  

❒ Which lever for change is most 
effective in addressing a particular 
problem? 

❒ How can these levers be thought 
about within a social ecological 
model and how do they inter-relate 
with each other? 

❒ How can we understand more about 
different types of social innovation 
organizations, in the context of 
Gandhi’s “levers”? 

• Phillis Jr., J., Deiglmeier, K., 
Miller, D. (2008). Rediscovering 
Social Innovation. Stanford 
Social Innovation Review. 
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/r
ediscovering_social_innovation  

• OPTIONAL: Singhal, A. (2010). The 
Mahatma’s Message: Gandhi’s 
Contributions to the Art and 
Science of Communication. China 
Media Research 6(3):103-106 

• Note: Expect to engage in 2-4 
hours of group and debate prep 
work prior to the start of class this 
week.  

T
w
o 

2/21 West Room 

Tools for 

Understanding 
& 

Solving Social 

Problems 

❒ What approaches to social 
innovation are leveraged to solve 
problems? 

❒ What problem(s) is your host 
organization trying to solve? 

❒ How do you know if you’re solving 
the “right” problem?  

• Group Debate Reflection Due 

• Papi-Thornton, D. (2016). 
Tackling Heropreneurship 
Reprt, pp. 1, 10-24 

• OPTIONAL: How to Conduct a Root 
Cause Analysis (2012).  

2/28 East Room 

Tools for 

Understanding 
and 

Solving Social 

Problems 

❒ How do social innovators think 
differently?  

❒ How do you know your solution to a 
problem is the best solution? 

• Taplin, D.H., Clark, H. (2012). 
Theory of Change Basics: A 
Primer on Theory of Change.  

• OPTIONAL: Actknowledge (2003). 
Guided Example: Project 
Superwomen.  

3/7 West Room 

From Problems 
to Solutions: 
Theory of 
Change Practice 
& Assessment 

❒ How does the work you’re doing in 
host organizations relate to a 
broader theory of change? 

❒ How can a strong TOC help an 
organization achieve its mission? 

❒ What are possible limitations of a 
TOC document? 

• Come with a first draft of your 
ToC assignment for feedback 
and revision. 

• Find an example of a ToC logic 
model that resonates with you 

• OPTIONAL: Reflect on why the 
logical model resonates with you 
and write a summary.  

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/rediscovering_social_innovation
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/rediscovering_social_innovation
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T
h
r
e
e 

3/14 TBD 
Understanding 
Data In Context 

❒ How can the same data tell two 
completely different stories? 

❒ Can the use of data ever be truly 
objective? 

• ToC Assignment Reflection Due 

• Best, J. (2004). Magical 
Numbers, in Damned Lies and 
Statistics. University of 
California Press. 

• OPTIONAL: TBD 

3/21 West Room 
Putting Data to 
Use 

❒ What are the right questions to ask 
of the data? 

❒ How do we leverage data to drive 
decisions? 

• Fruchterman, J. (Summer, 
2016). Using Data for Action 
and for Impact. Stanford Social 
Innovation Review.  

• OPTIONAL: Desouza, K.C. & Smith, 
K.L., (2014). Big Data for Social 
Innovation, Stanford Social 
Innovation Review.  

3/28 West Room 

Data 
Visualization & 
Unit 3 
Assessment 

❒ How can data be used effectively to 
communicate and create buy-in 
from stakeholders? 

❒ What are tools and best practices for 
visualizing data? 

• Neira, M. (2016). Data 
Visualization: A Tool for Social 
Change.  

• OPTIONAL: McCandless, D. (2010), 
TED Talk on the Beauty of Data 
Visualization. 
https://www.ted.com/talks/david
_mccandless_the_beauty_of_data
_visualization  

F
o
u
r2 

4/4 
Community 
Room 

Issue Based 
Innovation: 
Opportunity, 
Equity 

and Equality – 
The 

American 
Dream 

❒ What are the most important 
indicators of opportunity? 

❒ How does intersectionality factor 
into problems and solutions? 

❒ What can we learn from current 
social innovators in this space? 

• Data Visualization Assignment 
reflection due. 

• Leonhardt, D. (2016). The 
American Dream, Quantified at 
Last. The New York Times.  

• OPTIONAL:  Opportunity Nation 
(2014). Opportunity Since 1970: A 
Historical report.  

4/11 West Room 

Issue Based 
Innovation: 
Environmental 

Sustainability 

❒ Using an ecosystem perspective, 
what are opportunities to affect the 
challenges of environmental 
sustainability? 

❒ What can we learn from current 
social innovators in this space? 

• Nidumolu, R., Prahalad, C.K., &; 
Rangaswami, M.R. (2009). Why 
sustainability is now the key 
drive of innovation. Harvard 
Business Review.  

• OPTIONAL: TBD 

4/18 West Room 
Issue Based 
Innovation: 
Education 

❒ What gets in the way of closing the 
achievement gap? 

❒ What does educational equity really 
look like? 

❒ What can we learn from current 
social innovators in this space? 

• Center for Public Education 
(2016). Educational Equity: 
What Does it Mean? How Do 
We Know When We Reach It? y  

• OPTIONAL: Hannah-Jones, N. 
(2015) The Problem We All Live 
With Part 1 & 2, This American Life 
Podcast. 
https://www.thisamericanlife.org/
562/the-problem-we-all-live-with-
part-one  

                                                        
2 Order and content of IBI topics subject to change based on speaker availability and student sub-topic interest 

https://www.ted.com/talks/david_mccandless_the_beauty_of_data_visualization
https://www.ted.com/talks/david_mccandless_the_beauty_of_data_visualization
https://www.ted.com/talks/david_mccandless_the_beauty_of_data_visualization
http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/educationalequity
https://www.thisamericanlife.org/562/the-problem-we-all-live-with-part-one
https://www.thisamericanlife.org/562/the-problem-we-all-live-with-part-one
https://www.thisamericanlife.org/562/the-problem-we-all-live-with-part-one
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4/25 West Room 
Issue Based 
Innovation: 
Human Rights 

❒ How do the values of different 
cultures inform how we define 
human rights? 

❒ How do we ensure the human rights 
of everyone? 

❒ What can we learn from current 
social innovators in this space? 

• Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights 
(http://www.un.org/en/univer
sal-declaration-human- rights/)  

• OPTIONAL: TBD 

5/2 West Room 
Class Closeout 
& Reflection 

❒ How does the work of your host 
organization look different to you 
now than it did at the beginning of 
the semester? 

❒ What tools can you leverage to 
continue your personal journey as a 
social innovator and social problem 
solver? 

• Final Assignment (Memo) Due 

 

  

http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-%20rights/
http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-%20rights/
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Assignments and Grading 

You will be assigned a letter grade based on the following requirements and assignments. Each assessment will be 
graded on a 100-point scale and detailed assignment overviews and rubrics will be disseminated via schoolboy.  

 
Category Details % of Grade 

Attendance and 
Participation 

Showing up matters! Active class participation includes coming prepared, and 
participating in whole and small group discussions. 

15% 

Uni1 1 Assessment Frames of Social Change Group Debate & Reflection 

The culmination of the first section of the course will be a series of group debates 
related to Gandhi’s levers of social change. Students will be assigned to small 
groups and each asked to take on a specific role in the debate. Prior to the next 
class, each student will complete a 1-page reflection about his/her/their 
experience. 

▪ Debate preparation and participation: up to 75 points 
▪ Reflection paper: up to 25 points 

20% 

Unit 2 Assessment Theory of Change Practice & Reflection 

Based on readings, discussions and tools provided during the second section of 
class, students will prepare a theory of change for their host organizations. This 
will be shared with their mentors and prior to the next class, students will write a 
1-page reflection about the experience of creating and presenting their theory of 
change.  

▪ Theory of Change document: up to 75 points 
▪ Mentor presentation and reflection: Up to 25 points 

20% 

Unit 3 Assessment Insights through Data & Visualization Practice 

Utilizing information from section 3, students will create a data visualization 
artifact that connects to their fellowship project. Prior to the next course, they will 
write a 1-page paper that describes their artifact and reflects on the experience.  

▪ Data preparation and visualization creation: Up to 75 points 
▪ Reflection paper: Up to 25 points 

20% 

Final Assignment Social Innovation Memo 

Students will leverage information and tools gained throughout the course to 
produce a 3-5-page memo to public official that has influence over an issue of the 
student’s choice. The issue must be related to the 4 areas of innovation explored 
in the final unit of the course and should include artifacts related each of the 
previous units.  During the final class meeting, each student will turn in a short 
reflection on the experience. 

▪ Social Innovation Memo: up to 100 points 

25% 

Extra Credit Opportunities During each unit, students are permitted to earn up to one bonus point per week 
toward their unit assessment grade. In most instances, points will be earned by 
completing an optional reading assignment and writing a short summary (300-350 
words). All optional assignments are due prior to the end of class on the 
Wednesday it was assigned.  

N/A 

   
* Excused Absences: If you need to miss a session, communicate with the Marissa in advance. She may or may not approve 
the absence, depending on the reason given. In the case that an absence is excused, it will be your responsibility to work with 
the instructor to get any missed assignments, notes, etc. from your classmates, and to find a creative way to make up any 
missed assignments graded towards participation.  


