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Culture & Health 
SYLLABUS 

Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey 
Edward J. Bloustein School of Planning and Public Policy 

10:832:414:01  
10:832:514:01  

Semester Spring 2013 on Wednesdays 6:10-9:00 in  CSB-253
            Instructor: Tefera Gezmu, PhD, MPH 

            gezmu@rutgers.edu Phone: 848-932-2756 
Office Hours: An hour before class outside of the classroom or by appointment 

 
Course objectives: 
The term culture has increasingly been used in the discourse of public health, for example, with respect to issues 
of health disparities in the U.S., the development and implementation of “culturally competent” or “culturally 
appropriate” programs, and in many other ways.   
 
We will introduce the concept of culture as one framework for understanding human behavior. Based on that 
concept, we will introduce the general relationship between culture and health. To this end, we will explore 
several concepts including what we exactly mean when we say ‘culture’? This term is easily applied to all kinds 
of phenomena, without a critical look at the nature of, and role of culture as an aspect of human behavior. In 
addition to examining what is meant by culture, we will examine the ways in which culture intersects with health 
issues, how public health efforts (domestic and global) can benefit by understanding and working with cultural 
processes, and we will take a brief look at research methods that are useful in identifying relationships between 
culture and health. During the course, we will examine few health issues in more depth regarding their cultural 
factors and implications: HIV/AIDS, youth violence (now viewed as a public health problem), and obesity 
among others.  
 
Students will also examine issues of health disparities experienced by specific populations in the U.S. and the 
emerging work to address them through the development of promising and best practices.  Students will have 
opportunities to research, analyze, and present findings on an emerging, promising, or best practice used for a 
specific cultural and/or racial or ethnic population.   
 
We will examine course content through the perspective and role of public health and, to some degree, public 
policy in furthering the values and emerging efforts to integrate culturally appropriate strategies in health care.  
Class sessions will be a combination of presentations by the instructor, class discussions, and student 
presentations. 
 
Learning Objectives:  
 

1. Define the general relationship between culture and health. 
2. Gain knowledge of health disparities experienced by specific populations in the U.S. 

And examine barriers and underlying issues in accessing appropriate, quality health care experienced by 
specific cultural and/or racial or ethnic population groups.  

3. Explore role of public policy and administration to further integrate culturally appropriate strategies in 
health care.   

4. Understand health risk: illness and causation and treatment theories (ethnomedical and ethnopsychiatric 
systems); healing/curing traditions; the relationship between health risk (vulnerability) and sociocultural 
structures; gender and health; and the meaning of cultural competency. 

5. Improve skills in cultural competency, critical thinking, analysis, writing, and speaking. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Dr.	  Gezmu	   2	  

Prerequisites:  
Reading and writing…it’s a joke. There are no prerequisites for this course. 
 
Required Textbook: You can get either the hard copy or eTextbook (link below) it is all up to you. 

1. Cultural Diversity in Health and Illness, Seventh Edition by Rachel E. Spector 
ISBN: 9780135045626 
eTextbook: 
http://www.coursesmart.com/IR/6484132/9780132897549?__hdv=6.8 
 

2. Anne Fadiman (1997). The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down: A Hmong Child, Her American 
Doctors, and the Collision of Two Cultures. New York, NY: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.  

Additional reading to be assigned per session and will be posted on the class website on Sakai. 
  
Course Format: The course will be presented in lecture and discussion format and may include case studies and 
group activities. Students are responsible for all information presented in class, including video and audio 
selections. Students are expected to read the required readings prior to the assigned class session and to be 
prepared to thoughtfully discuss the content. 
 
Graduate Students: Students who are taking this course and seek to obtain a graduate course credit must 
complete additional and/or different work at a higher level to justify graduate credit. The required work should 
be arranged with the instructor. 
 
Class Rules: ALL STUDENTS MUST FOLLOW, NO EXCEPTIONS. 

1. NO PHONES IN THE CLASS ROOM: You must turn off your phone when you come to class. I do 
not want to see phones on your desk they must be put away in your bags (pockets). Student whose 
phone ring during class or found texting in class will have to leave that class and will not be allowed in 
till the next class period. SO NO PHONES PLEASE! 

2. NO COMPUTERS: Lectures are posted in advance on sakai, you can print and bring them to class; 
taking notes (i.e. typing) during lecture is not allowed so do not bring your computers if you do please 
do not turn them on. 

3. Examinations require simple calculators and are scheduled on Sakai. They consist of randomly assigned 
questions from a question pool, and must be taken in one sitting. Plan your time accordingly. 

Grading Policy: 
  
There are NO extra credit opportunities for this class.  Instead there are multiple ways to maximize your 
performance.  Grading is based on attendance, the timely and correct submission of assignments, as well as 
grades attained on quizzes and examination.  Late assignments will be given up to 1/2 credit if completed within 
one week only.  No credit is give after that time.  
 
20%-Term Papers (1, Spirit Catches You and 2, Reading to be assigned) 
10%-Topic Journal Presentation 
10%-Attendance and Participation 
15%-Response Journal 
20%-Midterm Exam 
25%-Final Exam 
 
Final Grades/Class Grades: 
93 or higher    A 
88-92              B+ 
83-87              B 
78-82              C+ 
73-77              C 
63-72              D 
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Guidelines for Assignments: 
1. Assignments without names will be given a grade of 0. 
2. Assignments that are more than one page must have the pages paper clipped or stapled together. Do not fold 
the edges over in lieu of a paper clip or staple, as we will not accept these. Assignments that are not clipped or 
stapled appropriately will be given a grade of 0. 
3.  Assignments that involve calculations should be completed in pencil. To receive full credit, you 
must show the formula and calculations, not just the answers.  
   
• Full Credit is given for assignments that are complete, correct, and submitted on time (“on time” means the 

assignment is turned in before or during the class period when it is due). We will not accept faxed or e-
mailed homework assignments. 

• Half Credit will be given for homework that is complete, correct, and submitted within one week of the due 
date (including that which is turned to our office on the due date but received after the class period has 
begun).  

• No Credit will be given for homework that does not comply with the assignment guidelines or which is 
submitted more than 7 days after the due date.   

  
Exams, Readings and Quizzes: 
Exams are based on the text, lecture notes, in-class discussions and readings, and are a combination of multiple 
choice, short answer, and calculation questions.   
 
Midterm:  
The Midterm Exam is closed book and will be given in one class session after completing the sessions covering 
the set of perspectives (“tools”) introduced in the course to understand the interplay between culture and health. 
It will include short answer questions and a choice of essay. The focus will be on describing the basic elements 
of these tools, and then using them to respond to an essay question concerning broader themes surrounding the 
culture-health relationship. A brief review will be provided in class during the session preceding the exam. 
  
Final Exam:  
The Second Exam, also closed book, will be given the last day of class. In this exam, you will be required to 
discuss specific cases and examples of health issues where culture plays an important role, including issues 
covered in class about Hmong culture, HIV/AIDS, obesity and youth violence. You will also be asked to explain 
general approaches for applying knowledge about culture to health interventions, and the use of qualitative 
research for obtaining cultural information. In the essay question, you will be provided with a scenario, identify 
culturally-relevant information, and apply it by recommending an intervention strategy. A brief review will be 
provided in class during the session preceding the exam. 
 
When approaching class reading assignments or text chapters, focus on the following questions: 
1. What is the author writing about? (The subject) 
2. Why is the author writing about it? (The purpose) 
3. Who is the author? (Authorial voice) 
4. Who is the author writing to? (The audience) 
5. Who is the author writing against? (The debate) 
6. What is the main point? (The thesis) 
7. So what? (The conclusion) 
8. How does the author prove it? (The evidence) 
9. What’s behind it all? (Underlying assumptions or theoretical framework) 
10. Did you find the argument(s) compelling? Why or why not? (Your evaluation) 
 
Term papers: 
 
”Spirit Catches You” Paper: Based on your reading of the book, you will play the role of an advocate and write 
an extended appeal (maximum 5 pages) for a way to resolve the bridge between the two cultures and 
ethnomedical systems, and to find some approach that will result in better health outcomes. You have two 
choices: Write the appeal as an advocate for the Hmong community, or as an advocate for the hospital that 
treated Lia (the Hmong child). In either case, your appeal must include the following components (total – 15 
points):  
•Description of both ethnomedical systems (8 points): For either option, your appeal must incorporate a 
description of the ethnomedical system of the party for whom you are an advocate, as well as for the other party.  
•A proposed approach to improve health outcomes (7 points): Assuming that both sides want better health 
outcomes, propose an approach or program to achieve that goal from your specific advocacy perspective. 
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“Reading to be assigned” Paper: Based on your reading, you will play the role of an advocate and write an 
extended appeal (maximum 5 pages). Discuss how and what you learned about the relevance of culture in 
understanding human behavior, what you learned about individuals from a specific cultural group, and/or what 
you learned about your own cultural background and how it might contribute to the way you view the world and 
interact with others, especially as a public health/medical professional. 
 
Topic Journal Presentation: 
Students will lead a group discussion (15 min to present per student and 15 min to discuss topic) – students will 
sign-up to prepare and lead one group discussion on a topic chosen from a selected list of relevant issues. These 
discussions will give students an opportunity to delve into each topic. 
Students will be expected to come prepared to introduce the topic to the class, present evidence or findings from 
the literature (suggested papers will be provided along with topics). Then each of you will lead the class 
discussion that week. You are not required to, but you can choose 1-2 articles from the literature pertaining to the 
topic covered that week for class discussion (in addition to or as a substitute for some of the assigned readings 
for that week). You will prepare: 
a) a brief summary of the assigned readings to present to the class, and  
b) a list of questions for class discussion. 

Attendance and participation: 
Students will be asked to complete weekly reading from chapters in the text book and assigned journal articles. 
Students will also be expected to attend class and engage in classroom discussions.  
If a student needs to miss a class she/he can make up the missed class period by researching the missed C & 
H topic and writing a three page paper on this topic.  
Evaluation will be based on the following components: 
Class participation means that students are expected to come to each lecture prepared for a discussion of the 
topic, and not simply show up to lectures.     
 
Response journal: Please keep records of your responses, DAILIY, including your feelings, thoughts, reactions, 
and observations with respect to class discussions, readings, assigned activities, or relevant experiences outside 
the course. You may examine the effect of course material on your assumptions and knowledge about the role of 
culture, your work, or your everyday interactions with others from a different culture/religion/socio-economic 
group. 
 
Your response journal should include an individual paper addressing each of the following 10 areas, and 5 
entries on topics of your choice: 

• The first /most memorable interaction in a professional setting with an individual /family from a 
cultural background (race, gender, sexual orientation) different from your own. 

• Generate as many possible arguments as you can think of FOR and AGAINST the following statement: 
As a liberally-minded, generally sensitive, educated and informed human being, I am inherently a 
“culturally sensitive and aware” person. (provide examples of situations in which someone who is 
liberal, sensitive, educated and informed but not culturally sensitive) 

• Generate as many possible arguments as you can think of FOR and AGAINST the following statement: 
As a “good” public health professional (PHP) (clinician, nurse, health educator, etc.), I am 
inherently “culturally competent.” (articulate the ways in which cultural competence encompasses a 
set of skills beyond good clinical judgment, openness, sensitivity, and awareness; provide examples of 
situations in which a “good” PHP may not act in culturally competent ways) 

• Your definition of cultural competence 
• Reflection: How and what has changed for you as a person after participating in this course? 

Academic Integrity: 
Honesty and integrity are an essential part of the educational experience. It is expected that students will abide by 
Rutgers University’s academic rules and regulations. 
See http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu/integrity.shtml. 
  
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 or visit the following website 
from the Rutgers Writing  
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HANDOUTS AND ANNOUNCEMENTS 
 
I will post important announcements and lecture outlines on the course web site on Sakai. It is important that you 
check the Sakai site regularly to ensure that you don’t miss important updates or supplementary class material. 
These additional materials will help you follow and understand the major points of each lecture. 
 
A NOTE ON ATTENDANCE 
Attendance on a regular basis and participation in class discussions is expected. In terms of attendance, it is to 
your benefit to show up to class regularly and resist any urge you may have to “blow off” a class or two. Often, I 
will be introducing material that is not covered in any of your assigned readings, yet such material will be 
instrumental in your ability to successfully fulfill the course requirements. Please be aware that the readings and 
lectures for this course are complementary. Thus, it is imperative that you keep up to date on assigned readings.  
 
A NOTE ON CLASS PARTICIPATION 
In terms of participation, I expect and encourage each of you to ask questions in class and offer relevant 
comments/criticisms if a topic is of particular interest to you. Each of you has unique insights that may aid your 
fellow classmates in coming to a greater understanding of a particular theory. So, please, do not hesitate to speak 
up in class. I have found that it is easier for students to participate in class discussions and that students get more 
out of the lectures when they have read the assigned reading material before class begins. This brings us to the 
next requirement: class readings and writing assignments. 
   
A NOTE TO STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES/ MEDICAL CONDITIONS 
If you need course adaptations or accommodations because of a disability, if you have emergency medical 
information to share with me, or if you need special arrangements in case the building must be evacuated, please 
see me during my office hours as soon as possible. 
  
CLASSROOM ATMOSPHERE 
 
Rutgers University encourages the free exchange of ideas in a safe, supportive, and productive classroom 
environment. To facilitate such an environment, students and faculty must act with mutual respect and common 
courtesy. Thus, behavior that distracts students and faculty is not acceptable. Such behavior includes cell phone 
use, surfing the internet, checking email, text messaging, listening to music, reading newspapers, leaving and 
returning, leaving early without permission, discourteous remarks, and other behaviors specified by individual 
instructors. Courteous and lawful expression of disagreement with the ideas of the instructor or fellow students 
is, of course, permitted. 
 
If a student engages in disruptive behavior, the instructor, following the University Code of Student Conduct, 
may direct student to leave class for the remainder of the class period. Other consequences in have been 
aforementioned, if you were found to violate any of these rules. Serious verbal assaults, harassment, or 
defamation of the instructor or other students can lead to university disciplinary proceedings. Please refer to The 
University Code of Student Conduct at http://www.rci.rutgers.edu/~polcomp/judaff/ucsc.shtml. 
 
  

 
SCHEDULES OF CLASS SESSIONS (Detail to follow) 

 
  


