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Contact Info: 
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Course Summary: 

The aim of this course is to explore the biological consequences of stress resulting from exposure to racial 
and social inequalities, with particular focus on US racial/ethnic minority groups including African 

American, Latino, and Asian American populations.  Through readings and discussions, this course will 

discuss the role of psychosocial stress resulting from discrimination, racism, poverty, neighborhood 
violence, among other stressors, in affecting the health of minority populations and across different strata 

of socioeconomic status. The course also critically analyzes primary literature investigating genetic 

differences between these groups and white Americans, in order to demonstrate limitations of this 
research, which often fails to consider confounding effects of sociocultural environmental exposures that 

contribute to health inequalities. Students will learn about the psychosocial and molecular pathways 

through which these societal factors may lead to biological changes that impact health. Students will learn 

ways to measure the health impact of these sociocultural and environmental factors, through studies that 
test their associations with disease and precursors to disease, including measures of molecular biology 

(e.g. epigenetics, gene expression, telomeres), and biomarkers of inflammation, cardiometabolic health, 

and immune function. We will also discuss the health impact of these exposures throughout different 
periods of the life course, with a focus on the theory of developmental origins of health and disease, and 
end with a discussion of resilience and reversibility. 

Course design: This seminar course is designed for upper-level undergraduate students and graduate 

students who are interested in understanding how racial and social inequalities lead to health inequalities.  

Students from all colleges and departments are welcome to enroll. Graduate students will be graded on 

separate criteria from undergraduates and will have additional reading assignments and longer exams. The 
course format is mainly discussion with substantial student participation.  Lectures will be supplementary 

only in order to provide necessary introductory and background material. 

 

Course expectations:  

Students are expected to learn about the different biological pathways through which race and class-

related stressors affect health and disease.  At the end of the course, I expect students will have developed 

strong critical and analytical reading skills, and a detailed knowledge of the latest research in the field. 
This class is fairly demanding because it will require integration of knowledge from across a broad range 

of disciplines, and comprehension of current scientific publications, which can be challenging for students 

without experience reading scientific literature.  
 

At the conclusion of the course students will be able to: 

 Identify possible mechanisms for the relationships between racial and social inequalities and 

health inequalities 

 Be conversant with basic concepts and models of stress biology 

 Critically evaluate the evidence that stress can influence health 



 Consider possible interventions or policy implications to address the role of stress in social 

inequalities and health 

 Understand, discuss, and be able to critique primary scientific literature across social sciences, 
biological sciences, and public health 

 

Course Requirements  

Participation: The class will be in hybrid format, but students are expected to attend in person unless 
they are ill or have other extenuating circumstances. Regardless of in person or remote attendance, 

students will be expected to participate actively in all class discussions. Participation will be based on 

each student’s contribution of original comments, questions, etc to the class. This includes comments to 
the whole class, as well as small group discussions, and posting comments or questions on the class 

website. Students are not graded on the brilliance of their statements, but on their willingness to talk, a 

demonstration that the assigned material was read, and the originality of their comments. Simply showing 
up for class does not constitute participation. Remaining silent in class means that the highest grade a 

student can receive is a B. Students are encouraged to stay home when they are ill and will not be 

penalized for remote participation.  

 

Reaction papers: Students will be expected to write 2 short writing assignments in response to specific 

prompts related to the readings. Papers should be no more than 2 pages in length, single spaced. Papers 

will involve creative responses to prompts, but should be sure to draw on ideas inspired by readings in the 

course, and must cite original research articles. Please don’t forget to include citations and reference list.  

Prompts are listed below: 

Prompt 1: Choose a biological mechanism that is not on the class syllabus. Describe why you think it may 

be relevant to a particular racial or social inequality in health and why. If you’re stuck finding a new 

mechanism, consider exploring something mentioned (but not the focus) of one of the articles you read, or 

come to office hours to discuss ideas.  Consider hormones, neurotransmitters, molecular effects 

(epigenetic beyond methylation)…be creative.  

Prompt 2: Revisit first day of class short personal reflection on an example of what you thought was a 

racial inequality in health and what you thought may be driving it. Write a new reflection discussing if 

your thoughts have changed, and which readings were most influential in changing your thoughts (or 

reinforcing them). Comment on how your own racial identity and biases may influence your views. 

Leading and Synthesis of class discussion. For each class period, a team of 2-3 students will 1) bring to 
class a set of 3-4 prepared questions related to the day’s readings; 2) lead discussion around the day’s 

readings, and 3) after class discussion will prepare a few paragraph synthesis of 2-3 major issues or take 

home points that came out of the discussion. Each student will sign up to lead discussion for two class 

periods. Your group may bring a few power point slides if you like, but please be sure to include 
room/time for lengthy discussion in your day’s plans. Feel free to be creative and plan games or debates 

or other activities to involve active participation of the class. I will cover the background of relevant 

concepts and vocabulary for the day so you can focus on discussion/activities.  
 

Midterm exam. The midterm exam will take place part in class, and part take home. The very brief in 

class portion will consist of short answer questions based on material covered in the first half of the 

course, such as basic vocabulary and concepts relevant to articles discussed in the first half of the course. 

Questions must be answered during the class period without reference to books or notes of any kind. All 

students are expected to take this portion of the exam in class, unless they have a documented disability in 



which case they should discuss with me prior to the exam date. The take home portion of the exam 

involves short answer (1 paragraph each) and an essay (3-4 paragraphs). Please work at home on the take 

home portion using your notes, but without consulting with any other students. If your work shows strong 

similarity to other students’ work your exam will be flagged for further review of plagiarism. Make-up 

exams will be scheduled only in extenuating circumstances and will require a doctor’s note, police report, 

or similar supporting documentation.  

Take-home final exam. The take-home final will be due during the final exam period. You will choose 

among several questions that you will be given a week or so in advance of the scheduled exam. Your 
answer should demonstrate that you have spent time working on integrating the issues raised in the 

course. All papers including the final exam must be written independently and show evidence of 

original thought. Source material should be drawn primarily from the readings and lectures, but you are 

welcome to draw on outside articles as well, particularly the ones marked as “optional further reading” in 
the syllabus. Papers are due at the appointed time to be submitted on CANVAS. 

 

Meet Your Deadlines. 
Late papers will be subtracted 10% for each day late, with a failing grade after 5 days late. If you 

have an emergency situation, you must contact me before the assignment is due and inform me of your 

situation; extensions will be granted on a case by case basis. Illness is not an acceptable excuse for a late 
assignment, unless accompanied by a note from a doctor.  

 

Reading Material: 

Reading assignments will be drawn from the textbook, Why Zebras Don’t get Ulcers, Robert Sapolsky. 
Additionally, 2-4 scientific articles will be assigned and posted online each week. If students know of 

additional articles or topics that they would like to discuss, please contact me.  

 
Grading: Final grades will be determined by the following five categories:  

1) Class Participation (includes participation in discussions, even on days in which you are not leading 

discussion) (20%) 

2) 2 reaction papers (20%) 
3) Leading and Synthesis of Discussion (15%)  

4) Midterm Exam (20%) 

5) Take-home final (25%) 
   

In converting your numerical average to a letter grade, fractions will be rounded to the nearest whole 

number and the following scale will apply:  
94-100%=A, 90-93=A-, 87-89%=B+, 83-86%=B, 80-82=B-, 77-79%=C+, 73-76=C, 70-72%=C-, 67-

69%=D+,  63-66=D,  60-62%=D-,  60%=F.  

 

Class attendance policy: Because the class format involves a lot of discussion, it is very difficult to 

make up missed classes by borrowing notes, etc. Therefore, students expected to attend all classes live (in 

person or remotely) and to arrive on time. Participation grade will be diminished if students miss classes. 

Computers are allowed in class, so you can access the readings or look up facts relevant to discussion, but 

if I see people checking email or surfing the web, this will change. Power point lectures will be provided 

before class. I will post class session recordings on Zoom, but they cannot be recorded by students or 

shared with others outside the class in any manner without special permission. All cell phones must be 

turned off during class. 

Strategies for success: 



It is important to complete all the readings on time and it is best to do the readings throughout the week. 

In this way, you have time to think about and process the information during the week and in between 

different readings. It is expected that you will re-read anything you do not understand the first time.  

During your reading, you should take copious notes and these notes will form the basis of the reaction 

papers you will write.  

Also, you should review material throughout the course rather than trying to cram everything in the night 

before the exams. Ask for help in taking notes, comprehending the material, or preparing any of the 

assignments – I am available during office hours, you can schedule an appointment outside of office 

hours, and I am always available by email. 

Accommodations for students with disabilities: If you require accommodation due to a disability, 

please make an appointment during my office hours so that we may discuss your needs. Students 

requesting classroom accommodation must first apply for services through the Office for Students with 

Disabilities (OSD). https://disabilities.ucsd.edu/students/index.html  

Academic Integrity 

All UCSD students are required to adhere to the Policy on Integrity of Scholarship.  Please take the time 

to read the Policy found here: http://senate.ucsd.edu/Operating-Procedures/Senate-Manual/Appendices/2. 

The policy applies to all work done in this class.  Your questions/summaries and homeworks should be 

your own work. Plagiarism or cheating will result in an “F” for the assignment and may be reported 

to the Academic Integrity Office for further action. 

https://disabilities.ucsd.edu/students/index.html
http://senate.ucsd.edu/Operating-Procedures/Senate-Manual/Appendices/2

