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Cancer & Society (3 cr.)  
10:832:405 Spring 2013 

Online via Sakai 
 

Instructor:  Amy Abruzzi, MPH & Doctoral Candidate (Epidemiology, UMDNJ)  
Phone:   (610) 330 5631 
Email:  abruzzi@rci.rutgers.edu  and abruzzi@alypso.net 
Office Hours:   Email me as often as needed.  I generally respond the same day.   If you need additional 
help, we can figure out a time to talk on the phone or through Google Talk, Facetime or Skype.  
Course Web Site: http://sakai.rutgers.edu 
Technical problems: Sakai Help desk:  (848) 445 8721 
 
“In 2010, about six hundred thousand Americans, and more than 7 million humans around the world, will die 

of cancer. In the United States, one in three women and one in two men will develop cancer during their 
lifetime. A quarter of all American deaths, and about 15 percent of all deaths worldwide, will be attributed to 

cancer. In some nations, cancer will surpass heart disease to become the most common cause of death.” 
- Siddhartha Mukherjee, The Emperor of all Maladies 

 
Course Description: 
 
The goal of this course is to give students a broad understanding of cancer from a public health perspective, 
and draws from the sub-fields of epidemiology, biomedicine, and health planning and policy.  To achieve this 
goal, it follows a close reading of Siddhartha Mukherjee’s award-wining The Emperor of All Maladies: a Biography 
of Cancer (2010, NY Scribner), which provides a rich cultural and political history of the research into the 
causal mechanisms, treatment and prevention of the family of diseases known collectively as cancer.  
Mukherjee, a clinical oncologist and cancer researcher, excels at discussing the complexities of carcinogenesis 
as it becomes known through the discoveries that have lead to our current understanding of this process.  
 
The course is divided into two units, with individual lectures organized to compliment the weekly readings 
from the Mukherjee text.  The first half of the course explores the who, what, when and where of cancer. This 
section contains lectures providing a global perspective on the magnitude and burden of cancer, with special 
attention given to the pattern and distribution of disease in U.S. subpopulations. It also contains information 
on the basic biology of the disease. Surveillance, screening and cancer survivorship are also addressed in this 
section.  The second half of the course examines the how and why of cancer. This section includes lectures on 
risk factors associated with specific cancers, such as genetics, hormones, tobacco and alcohol use, as well as 
the role of oncogenes in carcinogenesis. Information on specific cancers relevant to that week’s lecture or 
discussion are presented throughout the entire semester.  Course work includes a short research essay on an 
issue in cancer prevention and the joint creation of a Wiki on the Emperor of All Maladies, featuring key topics, 
events and important figures that are discussed in the book.  
 
Expected Learning Outcomes: 
 
By the end of this course, students will:  
 

 Be able to discuss cancer as a complex group of diseases that are both multicausal and multifactorial 
in nature; 

 Have gained an in depth knowledge of the biology, epidemiology and public health approaches to the 
prevention and control of specific cancers; 

 Understand the social and historical context of landmark epidemiologic studies, biomedical research 
and policy initiatives on cancer in the U.S.; 

 Be able to critically evaluate both mass media and scholarly/professional reports on cancer 
prevention and treatment.   

 Be able to explain why, in Mukherjee’s words, “There’s no free lunch in medicine” and “Prevention 
is the Cure”, and to understand the implications of these statements for public health policy and 
practice.  

 

 

mailto:abruzzi@rci.rutgers.edu
mailto:abruzzi@alypso.net
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Texts: 
 

Required:   You must obtain this book immediately as you will need it to participate in discussions 
starting in Week 1: 
 
Mukherjee, Siddhartha. The Emperor of All Maladies: A Biography of Cancer.  New York: Scribner, 2010. 
ISBN: 978-1-4391-0795-9   Note: this book may be purchased as an ebook (through Amazon.com) or as an 
unabridged audio file (through Audible.com).  
 

From the Prologue: “This book is a history of cancer. It is a chronicle of an 
ancient disease –once a clandestine, ‘whispered-about’ illness- that has 
metamorphosed into a lethal shape-shifting entity imbued with such penetrating 
metamorphical, medical, scientific and political potency that cancer is often 
described as the defining plague of our generation. This book is a ‘biography’ in 
the truest sense of the word -an attempt to enter the mind of this immortal illness, 
to understand its personality, to demystify its behavior. But my ultimate aim is to 
raise a question beyond biography: Is cancer’s end conceivable in the future? Is it 
possible to eradicate this disease from our bodies and societies forever?” 
 

Recommended: Additional suggested texts and websites  
 

American Cancer Society. Learn about Cancer.  http://www.cancer.org/Cancer/index 
 
Nasca,  Phillip C. and Pastides, Harris. Fundamentals of Cancer Epidemiology. Jones & Bartlett Publishing 
Co.; 2nd edition, 2007.  ISBN: 076373618X, 978-0763736187 
 
National Cancer Institute. Comprehensive Cancer Information.  http://www.cancer.gov/ 
 
International Agency for Research on Cancer/World Health Organization. World Cancer Report. 2008.  
Available for download at: 
http://www.iarc.fr/en/publications/pdfs-online/wcr/2008/index.php 

 
 
Course Materials on Sakai (access with your Rutgers NetID account): 
 

♦ The syllabus, including a calendar of class lectures topics, readings, assignments and exam/quiz dates 
♦ Lecture notes and handouts, plus links to information on key cancers   
♦ Quizzes  
♦ Student discussion forum 
♦ Class Wikipedia on the Emperor of All Maladies (to be created by the class) 
♦ Links to short videos, podcasts, helpful websites or other interesting materials when appropriate 

 
Grading: 
 
  The course is based on a total of 400 points:    
   ♦ Two timed exams with short responses, each worth 120 points = 240 points total 
   ♦ Ten quizzes, worth 6 points each = 60 points total 
   ♦ Research essay = 50 points total 
   ♦ Discussion (as leader and respondent) = 40 points total 
   ♦ Two Wiki entries, worth 5 points each = 10 points total 
 
Grading is based on the timely and correct submission of all assignments and online participation.   
 
 
 
 

http://www.cancer.org/Cancer/index
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?_encoding=UTF8&field-author=Phillip%20C.%20Nasca&search-alias=books&sort=relevancerank
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_2?_encoding=UTF8&field-author=Harris%20Pastides&search-alias=books&sort=relevancerank
http://www.cancer.gov/
http://www.iarc.fr/en/publications/pdfs-online/wcr/2008/index.php
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Final Grade cut-points:  
 
Your final grade for this class will be assigned using this system:   

A:    360 to 400 points (90 - 100%) 
B+:  344 to 359 points (86 - 89 %) 
B:     320 to 343 points (80 - 85 %) 
C+:  304 to 319 points (76 - 79 %) 
C:     280 to 303 points (70 - 75 %) 
D:    240 to 279 points (60 - 69 %) 
F:     239 or less points (59 % or lower)  

 
I automatically round up to the next grade when you are within 0.5 points of the next cut-point.  So, an 
average of 343.5 = 344 points = B+.  If your grade is borderline, i.e. with a few points of the next cut-point 
(example: your average is 341 points = B, whereas 344 = B+), I also consider your overall work record 
(including timeliness of submissions) and quality of your participation in the student discussion forum when 
your final grade is assigned. 
 
Guidelines for Assignments and Projects 
 
The class is divided into two units, with weekly discussions and three timed quizzes, a wiki entry and a timed 
exam (plus a short take home essay) per unit. The research paper, on a particular issue in cancer prevention, is 
essentially cumulative in nature as it requires you synthesize and apply material learned over the entire 
semester.  The exams, essays and quizzes will include materials from the lecture notes, and class 
Wiki/discussion of The Emperor of All Maladies.   
 
Unit Exams and short responses (2 @ 120 points each = 240 points total)  
 
Two timed Unit exams will be administered online, one at the end of each Unit, and need to be completed 
within the time assigned (typically, 1 hour and 30 minutes).  These tests contain approximately 55 questions 
which are a combination of true and false, multiple choice, multiple answer, matching.  The exams focus on 
the lectures, cancer profiles, and discussion readings covered in that unit.  As you will see on the schedule, 
you can determine when you take the exams within a one-week period. Pausing an exam in progress is not 
possible.  Call the eCollege help desk (877-778-8437) immediately and email me in the case of a technical 
problem.  Questions on the exams that are skipped or left blank will register as a zero towards the score you 
receive.  In general, it is always better to answer than leave something blank!  In addition, several short 
response questions will be assigned accompanying each Unit exam. You have all week to work on them and 
put it in the dropbox for grading. There is a penalty (2% per day) for turning in short responses late or taking 
an Exam past the scheduled closing date, and the latter must be arranged with me prior to the closing date of 
the exam.  It is not possible to take the exam after the answers are released to the class (about 5 days 
after it closes). 
 
Quizzes (homework) (60 points total): 
 
Ten short, untimed quizzes will be administered during the semester to help me assess your comprehension 
of the lecture materials.  Typically, each quiz contains 6 questions that are worth a point per question and 
need to be completed by the due date.  Do not skip questions as they will register as a zero towards your 
score.  Your score and the correct answers to the quiz will be available in the gradebook approximately three 
days after the quiz closes (I need a chance to review them first). There is a penalty (up to 10%) for taking a 
Quiz past the scheduled closing date and this must be arranged with me prior to the closing date of the Quiz.  
It is not possible to take a quiz after the answers are released to the class and there are no make-ups for 
missed quizzes, but you will be allowed to drop your lowest quiz score. 
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Research Essay (50 points total): 
 
A medium length research essay (4-6 pages) will be due on April 22nd.  The essay will focus on an issue in 
cancer prevention and you will be given a choice of two questions to work on. I will post more information 
on it on March 12th, right after the Unit 1 exam.  Papers received within a week of the due date will receive up 
to a 10% point penalty (5 points) and must be arranged with me in advance. Sorry, no papers will be accepted 
after April 29th as I need ample time to grade them.  
 
Participating in 12 student discussions (up to 2 points each, worth 24 points total) and Leading one student discussion 
(up to 16 points) (together, 40 points total) 
 
Each week two students (or more than two, depending on enrollment) will be asked to lead the discussion on 
the readings from The Emperor of All Maladies, and raise questions on the specific section they signed up for 
and you are expected to reply to one of the questions raised following the guidelines specified below.  Please 
note that the discussion readings are included on the exams and essays.   
 
Grading policy for online discussion responses (up to 2 points each, worth 24 points total): 
 

♦ 2 points (full credit):  participates fully in the discussion during that week, e.g., responds 
thoughtfully and thoroughly each week to one question using examples from the readings; raises new 
questions or relates the material to the lectures.  
♦ 1 point (partial credit): participates a little, e.g., makes a few general comments or simply states 
opinion without reference to specific readings or lecture notes. 
♦ 0 points (no credit):  doesn’t participate at all.   

 
Grading policy when leading a discussion (up to 16 points total): 
 

You are required to post two questions on your section, which are each graded separately for content 
and timeliness.  The content of each question is worth up to 5 points (together worth 10 points) plus 
3 points a question for timeliness (together worth 6 points). When leading a discussion, please do the 
readings in advance and have your questions posted on the Tuesday (anytime that day) of the Week 
you are leading the discussion.  Note:  you automatically get 2 discussion points when you lead a 
discussion! 

 
Content (up to 5 points per question):  
♦ 5 points (full credit) per question:  posts a short, focused question that encourages a response 
based on the readings and (ideally) attempts to bridge the reading with the lecture notes.    
♦1-4 points (partial credit):  posts a question that rambles, is generally unclear and/or seeks student 
opinion without reference to the readings.  
♦ 0 points (no credit):  fails to post any question as assigned discussion leader.  
 
Timeliness (up to 3 points per question): 
♦ 3 points (full credit):  Questions are posted on or by Tuesday, at the start of the discussion week  
♦ 0.5-2.5 points (partial credit):  deduct a half point a day for questions posted Wednesday – noon on 
Sunday.  
♦ 0 points (no credit): Questions are posted after noon on Sunday, giving class mates limited time to 
respond.  
 

Wiki entries on the Emperor of All Maladies (2 entries, at 5 points per entry, = 10 points total  
 
Over the course of the semester, students will write two entries on key topics, events or figures discussed in 
the Mukherjee text that they will contribute to the Wiki.  Additional information on this process and the 
grading of the entries will be distributed during the first week of class.  Overall, this collaborative effort 
should be an interesting and useful way for us to synthesize the material contained in this vast and engaging 
text.  
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Privacy Statement: 
  
This site may contain student information that is protected by the Family Educational Rights to Privacy Act 
(FERPA). Disclosure to unauthorized parties violates the federal privacy laws.  Online courses such as this 
may make student names visible to other students in class (e.g., during online discussions). Please remember 
that this information is protected by these federal privacy laws and must not be shared with anyone outside of 
class. 
 
Academic Integrity: 
 
Honesty and Integrity are an essential part of the educational experience. It is expected that students will 
complete all exams, and assignments in accordance with Rutgers University’s academic rules and regulations. 
Any evidence of academic misconduct, including cheating, failure to cite sources, plagiarism, stealing ideas, or 
deliberately slanting research results will result in appropriate action as dictated by Rutgers University. Please 
note that taking information from an Internet site and placing it into text without proper citation is plagiarism 
and students are subject to the same consequences as they would face for copying information from a text or 
journal article without proper citation. If you are unsure of the rules of citation, please ask.  Rutgers provides 
a wealth of resources to help students understand proper citation format and coping with the pressures of 
academic life.  For the most up-to-date policy information on Academic Integrity at Rutgers, see: 
http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu/integrity.shtml 
 

            Calendar of Lectures Topics, Discussion Readings, Quizzes and Exam Dates in 2013 
 

Tuesdays, unless 
otherwise indicated 

Lectures and readings  
 

(EoAM=The Emperor of All Maladies)   

Due from you this week  
Unless otherwise indicated, all work must be submitted by 

MONDAY at 11:59 PM on the date you see below 

Week 1, starting 
1/22   

Unit 1 Begins: basic concepts and 
overview 

 

Lecture 1:  Global magnitude of Cancer  
 
EoAM:  Prologue to Farber’s Gauntlet, 
pages 7-36 

*Introduce yourself and sign-up to lead a discussion (I’ll 
lead the first one);  
 
*Participate in discussion forum (key topics:  naming the 
disease; leukemia; Sidney Farber); 
 
All work must be completed by 11:59 PM  
on Monday 1/28 

   

Week 2, starting  
1/29 

Lecture 2: Biology of the Cancer Cell 
 
Cancer profile: bladder cancer 
 
EoAM:  A Private Plague to The Hard 
Tube and the Weak Light, pages 37-79 
 

*Participate in discussion forum (key topics: The cancer cell, 
history of the disease, Hallstead and the Hopkins); 
 
*Submit QUIZ #1 (Lectures 1-2 & cancer profile) 
 
All work must be completed by 11:59 PM  
on Monday 2/4 

   

Week 3, starting  
2/5 

Lecture 3: Childhood Cancers 
 
Cancer profile: leukemia 
 
EoAM: Dyeing and Dying to The House 
that Jimmy Built, pages 80-104 

*Participate in discussion forum (key topics:  Systematic 
search for the cure, chemotherapy for childhood cancers, 
more on Farber); 
 
*Sign-up for two wiki entries 
 
*Submit QUIZ #2 (Lecture 3 & cancer profile) 
 

http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu/integrity.shtml
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All work must be completed by 11:59 PM  
on Monday 2/11 

   

Week 4, starting 
2/12 

Lecture 4:  Disparities and cancer 
 
Cancer profile: prostate cancer 
 
EoAM:  “They form a society” to VAMP,  
pages 105-150 
 

*Participate in discussion forum (key topics:  Mary Lasker, 
American Cancer Society, Hill’s criteria, RCTs) 
 
*Submit QUIZ #3 (Lecture 4 & cancer profile); 
 
*All work must be completed by 11:59 PM  
on Monday 2/18 

   

Week 5, starting  
2/19 

Lecture 5: Cancer screening and diagnosis 
 
Cancer profile: colorectal cancer 

 
EoAM: An Anatomist’s Tumor to “A 
moon shot for cancer”, pages 151-190 

*Participate in discussion forum (key topics:  NCI, 
lymphoma, Nixon’s war on cancer, the emphasis on 
treatment as cure); 
 
*Deadline to submit WIKI entry #1 
 
*Submit QUIZ #4 (Lecture 5 & cancer profile); 
 
All work must be completed by 11:59 PM  
on Monday 2/25 

   

Week 6, starting  
2/26 

Lecture 6:  Cancer treatment, surveillance 
and survivorship (including comorbidities 
and treatment effects); 
 
Cancer profile: lymphomas  
 
EoAM: “In God we trust. All others [must] 
have data” to Counting Cancer, pages 191-
234 
 

*Participate in discussion forum (key topics: the war within 
cancer therapy, critics of Farber and Hallstead, cytotoxic 
therapy, measuring progress) 
 
*Sign-up for research paper topic 
 
*Submit QUIZ #5 (Lecture 6 & cancer profile); 
 
All work must be completed by 11:59 PM  
on Monday 3/4 

   

Week 7, starting   
3/5 

EXAM and ESSAYS on Unit 1 covering 
Lectures 1-6, will open on Tuesday 3/5 

EXAM and ESSAYS on Unit 1 covering Lectures 1-6, are 
due by 11:59 PM on Monday 3/11 

   

Week 8,   
starting  
3/12 

Unit 2 begins: causal factors and 
mechanisms 

Lecture 7: Occupation,  tobacco and 
cancer;   
 
Cancer profile: lung cancer 
 
EoAM: “Coffins of black” to “A statement 
of warning”, pages 236-275 
 
Info on Research Essay Assignment 

*Participate in discussion forum (key topics: Potts and 
chimney sweeps, smoking and cancer – Doll and Hill, 
tobacco and lawsuits); 
 
* Submit QUIZ #6 (Lecture 7 & cancer profile); 
 
All work must be completed by 11:59 PM  
on Monday 3/18 

   

Week starting 
3/19 

SPRING BREAK  
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Week 9, starting  
3/26 

Lecture 8:  Infectious agents 
 
Cancer profile: stomach and cervical 
cancers 

 
EoAM: “Curiouser and curiouser” to 
STAMP, pages 276-320 
 

*Participate in discussion forum (key topics: viral causes of 
cancer including H. pylori, the Pap test, AIDS) 
 
* Submit QUIZ #7 (Lecture 8 & cancer profile); 
 
All work must be completed by 11:59 PM  
on Monday  4/1 

   

Week 10, 
starting 4/2 

Lecture 9: Diet, alcohol, obesity and cancer 
 
Cancer profile: liver and kidney cancers 
 
EoAM: The Map and the Parachute to 
“The hunting of the Sarc”, pages 321-363 

* Participate in discussion forum (i.e., evaluating progress – 
cancer death rates, survival, the ‘how’ of carcinogenesis)  
 
*Deadline to submit WIKI entry #2 
 
*Submit QUIZ #8 (Lecture 9 & cancer profile); 
 
All work must be completed by 11:59 PM  
on Monday 4/8 

   

Week 11, starting  
4/9 

Lecture 10:  Genetics, Oncogenes the 
mechanisms of carcinogensis; 
 
Additional reading: Weinberg’s landmark 
article “The Hallmarks of Cancer”  
 
Cancer profile: ovarian cancer 

 
EoAM: The Wind in the Trees to The 
Hallmarks of Cancer, pages 364-392 

* Participate in discussion forum (key topics: the ‘how’ of 
carcinogenesis cont’d, oncogenes, genetics)  
 
*Submit QUIZ #9 (Lecture 10 & cancer profile); 
 
All work must be completed by 11:59 PM  
on Monday 4/15 

   

Week 12, starting 
4/16 

Lecture 11: Hormonal factors 
 
Cancer profile: breast cancer 

 
EoAM:  “No one had labored in vain” to  
Drugs, Bodies, Proof, pages 393-429 

*Participate in discussion forum (key topics: wrap of cases 
and progress to date; Herceptin and breast cancer); 
 
* RESEARCH ESSAY DUE; 
 
All work must be completed by 11:59 PM  
on Monday 4/22 

   

Week 13, 
Starting  

4/23 

Lecture 12: The environment (radiation, air 
and water pollution); 
 
Cancer profile: melanoma 
 
EoAM:  A Four-Minute Mile to Attosa’s 
War, pages 430-470 
 

*Participate in discussion forum (key topics: future 
directions, Framingham, Vogelstein, cancer genome) 
 
*Submit QUIZ #10 (Lectures 11 & 12 & cancer profile); 
 
All work must be completed by 11:59 PM  
on Monday 4/29 

   

Week 14, starting  
4/30 

EXAM and ESSAYS on Unit 2 covering 
Lectures 8-12 will open on TUESDAY 
4/30  

EXAM and ESSAYS on Unit 2 covering Lectures 8-12, 
are due by 11:59 PM on Monday 5/6 
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Academic Misconduct: A Bloustein School Perspective  

 
Academic misconduct includes cheating, plagiarism, failure to cite sources, fabrication and falsification, stealing ideas, and deliberate 
slanting of research designs to achieve a pre-conceived result. We talk about misconduct and ethical behavior in classes and 
expectations are set forth in student handbooks and catalogues. We are not repeating that material here. Note, however, that 
penalties for misconduct can range from failing an assignment/exam or dismissal from the university.  The Bloustein School is 
appending this memorandum to your course syllabus because we recently have detected obvious cases of plagiarism. We have found 
far fewer cases of other forms of academic misconduct, but we find several every year. It is imperative that you understand that 
unethical academic conduct is intolerable, and it is completely preventable. 
 
Academic misconduct almost always happens for two reasons. One is ignorance of academic rules and practices. For example, in 
virtually every recent plagiarism case in the School, material has been taken from an Internet site and placed in text without 
appropriate note or attribution. You must learn the proper rules for attribution. If you are not sure, ask your instructor!   If you do 
not know the rules that govern the use of data sets, attribution, analysis and reporting of these sets, the faculty will help you. There is 
no such thing as a stupid question regarding this subject.  
 
Pressure is the second common reason for academic misconduct. Students, faculty, every one of us is subject to deadline, financial, 
self-worth, peer, and other pressures. If you are potentially allowing pressure to drive you to misconduct, please step back and resist 
that urge. You can cope with pressure in a positive way by reaching out to friends, counselors, and faculty members. Within the 
Bloustein School community, you will find understanding people and positive direction.   
 
The Bloustein School plays an important role in the planning and public policy agenda. Our work and our students must be above 
reproach.                                                                         Updated 2/8/05 


