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NECRPS5090: Fundamentals of Organizational Ombuds Practice 

[Scheduled Meeting Times] 

3 Credits 
 

Instructor:   John W. Zinsser, Lecturer, JZ2450@columbia.edu, +1 240.401.8742 

Office Hours:  By appointment only, usually by phone or skype. 

Response Policy: Communication via Email or Phone will be responded to usually within 12 hours. 

Course Overview 
This practical course is designed to introduce students to, and help them develop, the essential attitudes, skills, and knowledge 

required to succeed “in the room” at the unique role of organizational ombuds. Both the theory and practice of the role will be 

pursued. Attention will be given to the basic activities needed to manage all aspects of a case from entry into the ombuds’ process 

through “closure.” The course will emphasize the Standards of Practice and Code of Ethics for the organizational ombuds as 

espoused by the International Ombudsman Association. Upon successful completion of the course, students will be fundamentally 

prepared to apply for entry-level positions in already operating organizational ombuds offices and with appropriate support and 

guidance from experienced ombuds practitioners, succeed in the role.  

 

Note for NECR Students: As an elective offered by the Negotiation and Conflict Resolution (NECR) program, this course builds 

upon students’ negotiation and mediation skills (PS5105 and 5107), self-awareness (PS5124), and the application of these to 

organizational ombuds. Students will further engage with concepts on the influences and cultural understandings of conflict 

parties and conflict analysis (PS5107, PS5124, PS6125, and PS6150). The aforementioned courses will contribute to the 

understanding of this course’s content and should, in general, be taken before this elective. 

Learning Objectives 
 

L1.  Demonstrate essential ombuds communication tactics (active listening, collaborative negotiation, conflict coaching, 

shuttle diplomacy, mediation, facilitation, options/choice generation, etc.) deployed throughout the lifecycle of a case. 

L2.  Construct a foundational knowledge of organizational ombuds using the principles of independence, neutrality, 

informality, and confidentiality. 

L3.  Consider intra-organizational conflict event patterns and how these intersect with the ombuds model. 

L4:  Manage ethical challenges in the performance of ombuds work. 

 

Readings  

Core Texts  

 

 Hirschman, C., (2003, January), Someone to Listen. HR Magazine, https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-

magazine/pages/0103hirschman.aspx  

 Howard, C. L. (2010), The Organizational Ombudsman: Origins, Roles and Operations, a Legal Guide. Chicago, IL: 

American Bar Association.    

 International Ombudsman Association, Standards of Practice and Code of Ethics Published by The International 

Ombudsman Association http://www.ombudsassociation.org 

 Rowe, M. P., Options, Functions, and Skills: What an Organizational Ombudsman Might Want to Know, Negotiation 

Journal, Vol. 11 Issue 2 (1995, April) Blackwell Publishing Ltd., pp. 103-114. 

 Wesley, M., The Compleat Ombuds: A Spectrum of Resolution Services, CPER Journal, No. 166, pp. -12 

https://progressiveconflictsolutions.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/DR589600-newsletterpubs-

The_Compleat_Ombuds.pdf 

 Ziegenfuss Jr., J. T. & O'Rourke, P. (2010), The Ombudsman Handbook: Designing and Managing an Effective 

Problem-solving Program. Jefferson, NC: McFarland. 

 

 

Other Readings  

 Klinkenborg, V., (2013, June 22), The Decline and Fall of the English Major. The New York Times 

https://www.nytimes.com/2013/06/23/opinion/sunday/the-decline-and-fall-of-the-english-major.html  

http://www.josseybass.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-0470605391.html
mailto:JZ2450@columbia.edu
https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-magazine/pages/0103hirschman.aspx
https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-magazine/pages/0103hirschman.aspx
http://www.ombudsassociation.org/
https://progressiveconflictsolutions.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/DR589600-newsletterpubs-The_Compleat_Ombuds.pdf
https://progressiveconflictsolutions.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/DR589600-newsletterpubs-The_Compleat_Ombuds.pdf
https://www.nyties.com/2013/06/23/opinion/sunday/the-decline-and-fall-of-the-english-major.html
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 Russel, R., On Being an Ombuds: Considerations and Suggestions for Practice,  

http//www.mediate.com/articles/russelR1.cfm, (2003, April) 

 Zinsser, W., (2006) On Writing Well: The Classic Guide to Writing Non-fiction 30th Anniversary Ed.  

Resources 

Columbia University Information Technology (CUIT) provides Columbia University students, faculty, and staff with central 

computing and communications services. Students, faculty, and staff may access University-provided discounted software 

downloads (https://columbiait.onthehub.com/). 

Columbia University Library 

Columbia’s extensive library system ranks in the top five academic libraries in the nation, with many of its services and resources 

available online: http://library.columbia.edu/.  

SPS Academic Resources 

The Office of Student Affairs provides students with academic counseling and support services such as online tutoring and career 

coaching: http://sps.columbia.edu/student-life-and-alumni-relations/academic-resources. 

 

Course Requirements (Assignments) 

In-Class Role Plays / Exercises— 10% 

Throughout the class students will be given opportunities to utilize newly introduced techniques and explore their existing 

capacities at communicating and connecting. Interpersonal communication is the foundational building block for being a 

functioning ombuds. As such significant class time is dedicated to these activities and performance is carefully considered. 

 

Practicing Ombuds Interview— 25%  
There is now more information available about the role of ombuds in different organizational contexts than ever before. While 

much of this information is about the competencies and skills required of organizational ombuds the actual practice of ombuds, 

largely due to confidentiality constraints, is rarely depicted and explained in detail. At least as valuable as what is written, there is 

also the actual “hands-on” experience of practicing ombuds. The experiences of these practitioners may or may not confirm what 

is in writing.  

 

As such, this assignment involves you interviewing a practicing Organizational Ombuds in the context in which you have most 

interest. You are expected to arrange the interview, conduct the interview (in-person, over the telephone, or by using 

skype/similar tool), and write out the results of your interview. The interview will focus on the actual performance of the Ombuds 

function. Questions will be generated and reviewed in class.  

 

Scholarly Reading Reflections— 24%  
Scholarly Reading Reflections (three total) are short papers of between 1000 and 2000 words. The first two may either be 

reactions to assigned readings or personal reflections on learning from class and related activities. The third Scholarly Reading 

Reflection must include a reflection on the student’s learning and performance in the entire class. This paper maybe longer than 

2000 words, but need not be. Addressing significant achievements and learning is advised. Providing an argument as to what the 

student gained, even in areas where he or she did not feel they performed well, is also useful.  

 

Ombuds Practicum and Analysis — 26%  

Ombuds Practicum – 16% 

For the practicum on the final class day, you will be teamed with a number of other students. Your group will be acting as “one” 

ombuds. You will be presented with a scenario in a role-play format. Each student will be “tapped in and out” by the instructor 

throughout the lifecycle of the case process. All members of the team will be responsible for all phases of the case. Students will 

be graded only on their own performance, not that of the other students in their group. However, the quality of later phases of the 

case will be dependent on the earlier phases. Therefore, it is advisable that students help each other prepare and provide support to 

each other throughout the semester as you will not know who your teammates are until the exercise begins as they will be 

randomly drawn at that time. There will be “post case” Q&A with each team in the manner of a morbidity and mortality review in 

which all students will be expected to take part.  

Ombuds Written Analysis – 10% 

http://www.josseybass.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-0470605391.html
https://cuit.columbia.edu/
https://columbiait.onthehub.com/
http://library.columbia.edu/
http://sps.columbia.edu/student-life-and-alumni-relations/academic-resources
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The written review will be an analysis and reflection on the practicum role-plays. A provided reflection form will be utilized and 

require students to:  

1. Reflect on your own performance in the ombuds role (but not that of the teammates you had for the case); and 

2. The performance of all members of the other ombuds teams.  

 

 

Extra Credit Opportunities  
At a student’s sole discretion, they may choose to read and submit an analysis of any of the articles listed above, or other relevant 

work of the student’s choice, pre-approved by the instructor. Analysis of these works is to be between 750 and 1000 words and 

demonstrate understanding of the thesis and perspective of the author(s), connect the article to the student’s class related work, or 

the course in general, and raise questions as to the articles perspective or data. Each extra credit effort is worth up to 2.5% extra 

credit. Each student may earn as much as 5% total extra credit. E.g. a student receiving a net grade of 80% in the course could 

raise their grade to 85% with two extra credit assignments that were awarded 100% scores.  

 

Evaluation/Grading 
 

Participation (L1 – L4) — 15%   

This will be assessed on the quality, thoughtfulness and appropriateness of comments made, level of activity and engagement in 

class and assignments; quality of dialogue, creativity and thinking provocatively. Students are expected to apply the skills learned 

and developed in prior classes and to continue to develop their self-awareness and demonstrate this by their comments and 

reflections. There is an expectation that students will self-monitor their behavior to determine the level of participation in class 

that is suitable and that makes a positive contribution, as well as, how they respond to and interact with others.  

 

In-Class Role Plays / Exercises (L1, L3, L4) — 10%  

Effort, sincerity, vulnerability, and capacity to advance classmates in their communications through these in-class exercises will 

determine the grade for this portion of the class. Therefore these will form the basis of the grade for these efforts. 

 

Practicing Ombuds Interview (L1 – L4) — 25%  
The student’s written report on the interview must convey how well they were able to gather and document information, a clear 

understanding of how the particular ombuds who was interviewed works, (specifically, how they uphold the defining 

characteristics of ombuds practice), and what this person does when facing particular practice challenges. In addition to the 

verbatim information gathered, students will be evaluated on insights gleaned from the interview, analysis of how to use this 

information in future activities, and the ability to explain the information’s importance. Students must connect what they learn 

from the interview with the content of class sessions. To keep with industry standards, length of interview to be appropriate to 

cultural setting of target and the individual interviewed (2500 - 4000 words). 

 

Scholarly Reading Reflections (L2 – L4) — 24%  

Scholarly Reading Reflections must demonstrate significant thought and reaction to information or experience directly related to 

the goals of the class. Scholarly Reading Reflections are not intended to serve as “book reports,” but rather demonstrate critical 

thinking on the material. The third reflection will be weighted double to the other two Scholarly Reading Reflections. APA 

formatting. 

 

Ombuds Practicum and Analysis (L1 – L4) — 26%  

There are two required part of this assignment that that will be evaluated: the practicum conducted by the instructor, before 

classmates, and the written analysis. This assignment will be evaluated on both the quality and integration of theory with practice 

in both the practicum and written phases AND the use of communication skills and tactics in the practicum. The practicum will be 

executed on the last day of class. The written analysis is executed concurrently with the practicum and is due shortly after the 

conclusion of each practicum role play. These written pieces are graded based on clarity, objectivity and accuracy of analysis. 

Identification of others classmate’s positive actions and shortcomings are essential elements of the analysis. Honest personal 

reflection on a student’s own performance also contributes to the grade. It is not possible to miss any part of this day of class and 

pass this course. 

 

Extra Credit Opportunities (L2 – L4) 

http://www.josseybass.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-0470605391.html
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Extra credit will be graded on clarity of writing and capacity to isolate a specific conceptual or practical aspect of ombuds 

practice. Each extra credit effort is worth up to 2.5% extra credit. Each student may earn as much as 5% total extra credit. E.g. a 

student receiving a net grade of 80% in the course could raise their grade to 85% with two extra credit assignments that were 

awarded 100% scores. 

 

The final grade will be calculated as described below: 

FINAL GRADING SCALE 

Grade Percentage 

A+ 98–100 % 

A 93–97.9 % 

A- 90–92.9 % 

B+ 87–89.9 % 

B 83–86.9 % 

B- 80–82.9 % 

C+ 77–79.9 % 

C 73–76.9 % 

C- 70–72.9 % 

D 60–69.9 % 

F 59.9% and below 

 

ASSIGNMENT % Weight 

Participation 15% 

In-class Participation / Exercises  10% 

Practicing Ombuds Interview 25% 

Scholarly Reading Reflections 24% 

Final Assignment: Ombuds Practicum 

and Written Analysis 

26% 

 

Course Policies  
Participation and Attendance 

You are expected to complete all assigned readings, attend all class sessions, and engage with others in online discussions. 

Your participation will require that you answer questions, defend your point of view, and challenge the point of view of others. 

If you need to miss a class for any reason, please discuss the absence with me in advance.  

Work that is not submitted on the due date noted in the course syllabus without advance notice and permission from the 

instructor will be graded down 1/3 of a grade for every day it is late (e.g., from a B+ to a B). 

Citation & Submission 
All written assignments must use APA, cite sources, and be submitted to the course website (not via email). 

http://www.josseybass.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-0470605391.html
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School Policies [Include all school/university policies as written below.] 
Copyright Policy 

Please note—Due to copyright restrictions, online access to this material is limited to instructors and students currently 

registered for this course. Please be advised that by clicking the link to the electronic materials in this course, you have read and 

accept the following: 

The copyright law of the United States (Title 17, United States Code) governs the making of photocopies or other reproductions 

of copyrighted materials. Under certain conditions specified in the law, libraries and archives are authorized to furnish a 

photocopy or other reproduction. One of these specified conditions is that the photocopy or reproduction is not to be "used for 

any purpose other than private study, scholarship, or research." If a user makes a request for, or later uses, a photocopy or 

reproduction for purposes in excess of "fair use," that user may be liable for copyright infringement. 

Academic Integrity 
Columbia University expects its students to act with honesty and propriety at all times and to respect the rights of others. It is 

fundamental University policy that academic dishonesty in any guise or personal conduct of any sort that disrupts the life of the 

University or denigrates or endangers members of the University community is unacceptable and will be dealt with severely. It 

is essential to the academic integrity and vitality of this community that individuals do their own work and properly 

acknowledge the circumstances, ideas, sources, and assistance upon which that work is based. Academic honesty in class 

assignments and exams is expected of all students at all times. 

SPS holds each member of its community responsible for understanding and abiding by the SPS Academic Integrity and 

Community Standards posted at http://sps.columbia.edu/student-life-and-alumni-relations/academic-integrity-and-community-

standards. You are required to read these standards within the first few days of class. Ignorance of the School's policy 

concerning academic dishonesty shall not be a defense in any disciplinary proceedings. 

For TC Students: Students who intentionally submit work either not their own or without clear attribution to the original source, 

fabricate data or other information, engage in cheating, or misrepresentation of academic records may be subject to 

charges.  Sanctions may include dismissal from the college for violation of the TC principles of academic and professional 

integrity fundamental to the purpose of the College. 

Accessibility 
Columbia is committed to providing equal access to qualified students with documented disabilities. A student’s disability status 

and reasonable accommodations are individually determined based upon disability documentation and related information 

gathered through the intake process. For more information regarding this service, please visit the University's Health Services 

website: https://health.columbia.edu/services/ods/support. 

 

Course Schedule/Course Calendar 

 
Date Topics and Activities Readings (due on this day)  Assignments (due on this date) 

 • Introduction 

• Class Overview 

• Individual Interests 

• Class Mechanics 

 

Klinkenborg, V., (2013, June 22). The 

Decline and Fall of the English Major. The 

New York Times  

 

Rowe, M.P., What it is like to be an 

Organizational Ombudsman, HR 

Magazine, Undetermined. To be 

distributed via Canvas.  

 

Please come prepared to discuss:  
• Why you are taking this elective;  

• Your interest in the organizational 

ombuds role and profession; 
• Which organizational context 

(corporate, academic, public sector, 

etc.) you may focus on and why;  

•  What is your experience level / 

interface history with ombuds; 
• What do you intend/aspire to do as a 

result of your involvement with  

- The NECR program?  

- This Class?  

http://www.josseybass.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-0470605391.html
http://sps.columbia.edu/student-life-and-alumni-relations/academic-integrity-and-community-standards
http://sps.columbia.edu/student-life-and-alumni-relations/academic-integrity-and-community-standards
https://health.columbia.edu/services/ods/support
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- In the ombuds field in 

particular?  

 

Please bring a printed copy, or be able 

to access a digital copy, of the 

syllabus in class. We will review and 

discuss it in detail.  

 • History and Evolution of 

Field 

• Diversity of Practice   

• Organizational Conflict and 

the Case Life cycle   

• Defining Characteristics – 

Independence, Neutrality, 

Informality and 

Confidentiality   

• Organizational Ombuds 

Fundamental Skills for 

Casework  
• Working with the Initiator – 

Opening Statements  
• Interview questions prep 

Howard, C. L. (2010).  

The Organizational Ombudsman: 
Origins, Roles and Operations, a Legal 

Guide. Chicago, IL: American Bar 

Association. pp. 170-187.  

 

Rowe, M. P., Options, Functions, and 

Skills: What an Organizational 

Ombudsman Might Want to Know, 

Negotiation Journal, Vol. 11 Issue 2 

(1995, April) Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 

pp. 103-114.  

 

Ziegenfuss Jr., J. T. & O'Rourke, P. 

(2010). The Ombudsman handbook: 

Designing and Managing an effective 

Problem-solving Program. Jefferson, NC: 

McFarland. pp. 5-47, 96-105.  

Be prepared to name and discuss your 

A and B choices for the Practicing 

Ombudsman Interview.  

 

 PLEASE NOTE: Not 

concurrent with a class 

meeting! 

 Reading / Personal Reflection #1  

Emailed before 12:00AM EST 

 PLEASE NOTE: Not 

concurrent with a class 

meeting! 

 APPROVAL of Practicing Ombuds 

Interview Subject must be completed 

before 5:00PM EST 

 • Standards of Practice and 

Code of Ethics    

Standards of Practice and Code of Ethics 

of the International Ombudsman 

Association Published on The 

International Ombudsman Association 
(http://www.ombudsassociation.org)  

 

 • Working with the Initiator – 

Listening, Engaging and 

Reframing Options and 

Choices 

•Empowerment and Trust   

• Working with Respondents 

and the Organization 
• Ethical Dilemmas and 

Challenges  

Wesley, M., The Compleat Ombuds: A 

Spectrum of Resolution Services, CPER 

Journal, No. 166, pp. 6 -12.  

 

Ziegenfuss Jr, J.T. & O'Rourke, P. (2010). 

The Ombudsman handbook: Designing 

and Managing an effective Problem-

solving Program. Jefferson, NC: 

McFarland. pp. 85 - 96. 

 

 PLEASE NOTE: Not 

concurrent with a class 

meeting! 

 Reading / Personal Reflection #2  

Emailed before 12:00AM 

 PLEASE NOTE: Not 

concurrent with a class 

meeting! 

 Practicing Ombuds Interview  

Emailed before 12:00AM EST 

 • Practicalities of 

Organizational Ombuds 

Office Setup  

Howard, C. L. (2010). The Organizational 

Ombudsman:Origins, Roles and 

Operations, a Legal Guide. Chicago, IL: 

American Bar Association. 189-297.  
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• Effectiveness, Impact and 

Value of Organizational 

Ombuds Offices  

 

 

Ziegenfuss Jr., J. T. & O'Rourke, P. 

(2010). The Ombudsman handbook: 

Designing and Managing an effective 
Problem-solving Program. Jefferson, NC: 

McFarland. pp. 120-130, 141 – 188.  

  NO Readings - Practicums  

 

  

 PLEASE NOTE: Not 

concurrent with a class 

meeting 

 Reading / Personal Reflection #3 Due 

Emailed before 12:00AM EST 
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