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Cancer & Society (3 cr.) 
10:832:405:01 Spring 2014  

Online via eCollege 
 

 
Instructor: Amy Abruzzi, PhD, MPH  
Phone: (610) 330 5631 (sorry this number can’t receive text messages) 
Email:abruzzi@rci.rutgers.edu  and abruzzi@alypso.net 
Stay in touch after the class ends:  I’m on LinkedIn 
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://eCollege.Rutgers.edu 
Technical problems: eCollege tech support, available 24/7  

Email help@ecollege.rutgers.edu or call: 877-778-8437 
 

**Note to Mac users: students have sometimes reported problems using Safari as their internet 
browser. Please call the eCollege tech support as soon as possible to see if there are any reported 
problems with the version of your browser. Be sure to download and test a substitute such as Firefox 
well in advance of any quizzes or exam deadlines.   
 

 “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.  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.  
 
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 multi-causal and 
multi-factorial in nature; 

• Have gained an in depth knowledge of the biology, epidemiology and public health 
approaches to the prevention and control of specific cancers; 
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• 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, to quote Siddhartha Mukherjee, “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.  

 
 
Recommended Texts: 
 
Starting in Week 2, you will be required to respond to one of the questions I post using two readings 
listed in the “reading room”.  For each reading room, I will list portions of the following books as 
possibilities well as provide a number of journal articles.  The two readings you select are up to you.  
Please note, the journal articles tend to be of a professional nature and some of you may find them a 
little “dry” to read.  So, if you want to include portions of these books as your selections, you 
must purchase the one (or more) that interest you.  They are all highly acclaimed and written for 
a general audience, with the added bonus of being relatively inexpensive ($10-$20). They are also 
readily available in paperback, as Kindle and/or unabridged audio editions: 
 
1. Mukherjee, Siddhartha. The Emperor of All Maladies: A Biography of Cancer.  New York: Scribner, 

2010. ISBN: 978-1-4391-0795-9  
 

This course was originally designed around a close reading of this Pulitzer 
Prize–winning book, 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 it 
becomes known through the discoveries that have lead to our current 
understanding of this process.   I think this book will appeal to students 
with a family history of cancer and/or a strong interest in clinical 
medicine.  Engrossing stories about patients are scattered throughout.  

  
2. Skloot, Rebecca.  The Immortal Life on Henrietta Lacks.  New York: Broadway books, 2011.  

ISBN: 978-1-4000-5218-9 
 

“Her name was Henrietta Lacks, but scientists know her as HeLa. She was a 
poor black tobacco farmer whose cells—taken without her knowledge in 1951—
became one of the most important tools in medicine, vital for developing the polio 
vaccine, cloning, gene mapping, and more. Henrietta's cells have been bought and 
sold by the billions, yet she remains virtually unknown, and her family can't afford 
health insurance. This phenomenal New York Times bestseller tells a riveting story 
of the collision between ethics, race, and medicine; of scientific discovery and faith 
healing; and of a daughter consumed with questions about the mother she never 
knew.”  I think this book will appeal to students with an interest in 
disparities, “$cience”, and/or medical ethics.  A riveting story.  
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3. Fagin, Dan.  Toms River: A Story of Science and Salvation.  Bantam, 2013. 
ISBN: 978-0-5538-0653-3 
 

“One of New Jersey’s seemingly innumerable quiet seaside towns, Toms River 
became the unlikely setting for a decades-long drama that culminated in 2001 
with one of the largest legal settlements in the annals of toxic dumping. A town 
that would rather have been known for its Little League World Series champions 
ended up making history for an entirely different reason: a notorious cluster of 
childhood cancers scientifically linked to local air and water pollution. For years, 
large chemical companies had been using Toms River as their private dumping 
ground, burying tens of thousands of leaky drums in open pits and discharging 
billions of gallons of acid-laced wastewater into the town’s namesake river…A 
gripping human drama rooted in a centuries-old scientific quest, Toms River is a 
tale of dumpers at midnight and deceptions in broad daylight, of corporate 
avarice and government neglect, and of a few brave individuals who refused to 
keep silent until the truth was exposed.”  I think this book will appeal to students with a 
strong interest in childhood cancers, environmental health issues & policy, and/or the 
politics of cancer cluster investigations.   

 
Course Materials on eCollege (access with your Rutgers NetID account): 
 
♦ The syllabus, including a calendar of class lectures topics, weekly assignments and examination 

dates. 
♦ Lecture notes and related materials 
♦ Untimed quizzes (homework) 
♦ Reading Room forum readings (other than books)   
♦ Exams (timed) and short response questions 
♦ Links to helpful web sites, video links, podcasts or other interesting materials when appropriate 
 
Grading: 
 
The course is based on a total of 400 points arranged over 15 weeks:  
 
♦ Two timed exams, each worth 130 points = 260 points total  
♦ Six untimed quizzes, each worth 8 points = 48 points total 
♦ Six Reading Room forum responses, up to 5 points each = 30 points total 
♦ Midterm essay = 18 points 
♦ Final research essay = 44 points total 
 
Grading is based on the timely and correct submission of all assignments, and online participation.   
 
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 359.9 points (86 – 89.9 %) 
B:     320 to 343.9 points (80 - 85.9 %) 
C+:  304 to 319.9 points (76 - 79.9 %) 
C:     280 to 303.9 points (70 - 75.9 %) 
D:    240 to 279.9 points (60 – 69.9%) 
F:     239.9 or less points (59.9% or lower) 
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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+.  Please note this refers to the point count, not the percent 
average. 
 
Guidelines for Assignments and Projects 
 
Students are expected to work independently on all timed exams and take-home essays.  
Failure to do so will be considered a violation of Rutgers’ Academic Integrity Policy.  (See 
below for details). 
 
The class is divided into two parts, each covering six lectures with an untimed quiz (homework) and 
Reading Room response due every other week.  There are two timed exams, each covering the 
lectures and concepts from that portion of the course, which are each accompanied by a set of 
“take-home” short-response questions.  The second exam is cumulative in nature, but emphasizes 
material from the second half of the course.   
 
Timed Exams (2 @ 130 points, 260 points total)  
 
Two timed exams will be given online and need to be completed within the time window assigned. 
The first exams focus on the lecture notes, cancer profiles and key concepts from the first portion of 
the course.  The second exam is cumulative in nature, but focuses more on lectures, cancer profiles 
and key concepts from the second half of the course.  In addition, I will give you a list of what to 
focus on prior to the exam to facilitate your studying.  Unlike the quizzes, each student’s exam 
is a random mix of questions that are presented to you one at a time.  While you are able to 
page through and answer unfinished questions, there is not adequate time for you to look 
up answers while the exam is in progress.  Prepare for it as you would any in class exam and 
use your time wisely.    As you will see on the schedule, you can determine when you take the 
exams within a multi-day period. Pausing a timed exam once in progress is not possible. 
Questions on the exams that are skipped or left blank will register as a zero towards the score you 
receive.  Finally, make-up exams are only given under extreme situations including technical 
failure and may carry up to a 10% penalty.  Make sure you have a stable internet connection and 
your browser is compatible.  If you have any doubts about your browser, please contact the eCollege 
help desk PRIOR to starting the exam.   
 
Midterm essay (18 points total):  
 
A short (3 page) midterm essay will be assigned at the time of the first exam.  It is untimed, but due 
by the same date the exam closes.  Essays submitted within a week of this date are subject to up to a 
10% penalty (1.8 points).  No essays will be accepted one week after the deadline.  
 
Quizzes (homework) (6@8 points each, worth 48 points total): 
 
Six untimed, online quizzes will become available to you on our eCollege course site on the day it is 
assigned.  Each quiz contains between 5 – 8 questions, which are worth a point or two each.  
Quizzes may be worked on for an unlimited amount of time before the due date and of course you 
are expected to use your notes.  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 
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released to the class and there are no make-ups for missed quizzes, but you will be allowed to 
drop your lowest quiz score. 
 
Reading Room forum responses (6 @ 5 points, worth 30 points total): 
 
I offer or list a variety of readings for you to pick from in each “Reading Room”.  You are required 
to do the two readings that interest you most per forum and use them to respond to one of the 
questions posted in the reading room forum. In your replies, you must explicitly reference which 
two readings you used.  Remember, I will provide readings if they are from journal articles or other 
periodicals.  If you want to use one or more of the interesting books I’ve list above as readings, you 
must obtain them. There is no makeup for missed forums, so be sure to post your response during 
the time window assigned.   
 
Grading policy for Reading Room forum responses:    
 

♦ 5 points (full credit):  Responds thoughtfully and thoroughly to one question (about 2 
good paragraphs) using examples from the two readings you selected to support statements; 
explicitly references which two readings were used; does not copy other student’s replies to 
that question (in other words, produces unique work).   
♦ 1-4 points (partial credit): Makes general comments or simply states opinion without 
reference to specific readings; failure to identify readings used. 
♦ 0 points (no credit):  No participation and/or copying from other student’s replies.  
 

Research Essay (44 points total): 
 
A 5 page research essay (excluding references) is due in the dropbox by the end of Week 13 
(Monday, 4/28).  The essay will focus on an issue in cancer prevention and you will be given a 
choice of two questions to work on.  Although I ask you submit a relatively short paper, please 
understand that the 5 page length is not representative of the work you need to do for it, which will 
involve a review of the current professional literature.  I will post more information on it by Week 8 
of the course.  Papers received within a week of the due date will receive up to a 10% point penalty 
(4.4 points) and must be arranged with me in advance. Sorry, no papers will be accepted after May 
5th as I need ample time to grade them.  
 
Students with Disabilities: 
 
Rutgers University welcomes students with disabilities into all of the University's educational 
programs. In order to receive consideration for reasonable accommodations, a student with a 
disability must contact the appropriate disability services office at the campus where you are 
officially enrolled, participate in an intake interview, and provide 
documentation: https://ods.rutgers.edu/students/documentation-guidelines. If the documentation 
supports your request for reasonable accommodations, your campus's disability services office will 
provide you with a Letter of Accommodations. Please share this with me as soon as possible so that 
arrangements can be made in advance of the first exam. To begin this process, please complete the 
Registration form on the ODS web site at: https://ods.rutgers.edu/students/registration-form. 
 
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 

https://ods.rutgers.edu/students/documentation-guidelines.
https://ods.rutgers.edu/students/registration-form
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discussions or group email). 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. See the current Rutgers University Academic Catalog for details. 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/files/documents/AI_Policy_9_01_2011.pdf 

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 

http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu/files/documents/AI_Policy_9_01_2011.pdf
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Calendar of Lectures Topics, Readings, Quiz/Problem Sets, and Exam Dates in 2014 
 

Week Starting on 
Tuesday  

Lecture & Exam schedule 
Materials will be posted to eCollege prior to 

the week you are responsible for the 
information. 

Required from you this week 
Unless otherwise indicated, all work must be 

submitted by 11:59 PM on the dates you see below 

Week 1 Tuesday 
1/21 

Review syllabus and decide on a book 
 

• Introduce yourself & book picks 
• Complete your work by 11:59 PM on 
• Monday 1/27 

    
Week 2 Tuesday 

1/28  
Lecture 1: Global magnitude of 
Cancer 
 

• Response in Reading Room forum  
• Complete your work by 11:59 PM on 

Monday 2/3 
    

Week 3 Tuesday 
2/4 

Lecture 2: Biology of the Cancer Cell 
 

• Quiz on lectures 1 & 2 
• Complete your work by 11:59 PM on 

Monday 2/10 
    

Week 4  Tuesday 
2/11 

Lecture 3: Childhood Cancers • Response in Reading Room forum  
• Complete your work by 11:59 PM on 

Monday 2/17 
    

Week 5  
 

Tuesday 
2/18 

Lecture 4: Disparities and cancer 
 

• Quiz on lectures 3 & 4 
•     Complete your work by 11:59 PM on 
       Monday 2/24         

    
Week 6 Tuesday 

2/25 
Lecture 5: Cancer screening and 
diagnosis 
 

• Response in Reading Room forum  
• Complete your work by 11:59 PM on 

Monday 3/3 
    

Week 7  Tuesday  
3/4 

Lecture 6: Cancer Survivorship 
 

• Quiz on lectures 5 & 6 
•    Complete your work by 11:59 PM on 

 Monday 3/10  
    

Week 8 Tuesday 
3/11  

Timed EXAM on Lectures 1-7 and 
Midterm Essay  

• Take the exam and submit your Midterm 
essay by 11:59 PM on Monday 3/17 

    
   Rutgers Spring Break 3/17 - 3/21 No Class- Enjoy it! 
    

Week 9  Tuesday 
3/25   

Lecture 7: Occupation,  tobacco and 
cancer 
 

• Response in Reading Room forum  
• Complete your work by 11:59 PM on 

Monday 3/30 
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Week 10 Tuesday  
4/1 

Lecture 8: Infectious agents 
 

• Quiz on lectures 7 & 8 
• Complete your work by 11:59 PM on 
      Monday 4/7 

    
Week 11  Tuesday 

4/8  
Lecture 9: Diet, alcohol, obesity and 
cancer 
 

• Response in Reading Room forum  
• Complete your work by 11:59 PM on 

Monday 4/14 
    

Week 12 Tuesday  
4/15 

 

Lecture 10: Genetics, Oncogenes the 
mechanisms of carcinogenesis 
 

• Quiz on lectures 9 & 10 
•     Complete your work by 11:59 PM on 
        Monday 4/21 

    
Week 13  Tuesday 

4/22   
Lecture 11: Hormonal factors 
 

• Response in Reading Room forum  
• Research Essay due! 
• Complete your work by 11:59 PM on 

Monday 4/28 
    

Week 14 Tuesday  
4/29 

Lecture 12: Radiation and Cancer 
 

• Quiz on lectures 11 & 12 
•     Complete your work by 11:59 PM on 

  Monday 5/5 
    

Week 15 Tuesday 
5/6  

Timed EXAM (cumulative), but 
emphasizing weeks 9-14 

• Take the exam and submit your answers to 
the questions by 11:59 PM on Monday 5/12 

    
  For Add Drop dates, see the Office of Academic Services: 

http://sasundergrad.rutgers.edu/academics/registration/index.html 
The Academic Calendar is available from the Registrar at:  http://scheduling.rutgers.edu/calendar.shtml 
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