
Psychological and Sociocultural Perspectives on Health 
PsycX – Spring 2014 

 
Instructor: Ellen J Wright, PhD   Office Hours: Tu 1-2:30, W 9-10:30, or by appointment 
Office Phone #: 781-736-2809   Email ejwright@brandeis.edu 
 
Textbook: 
Myers, D.G. (2013). Psychology (10th Ed.). ISBN-10: 1-4292-6178-1,  
Conrad, P. (2007). The medicalization of society: On the transformation of human conditions into treatable 

disorders.  The Johns Hopkins University Press. 
Additional readings will be posted (see readings below) 
 
Required Accessories: please see 2U guidelines for guidance around the appropriate equipment, which includes a 
telephone, computer, webcam, and headset, and a location with a strong internet connection 
 
I. Course Description: What is this course about? 
This course surveys topics in psychology, sociology and anthropology and analyzes the relevance of these three 
disciplines for the mental and physical health of individuals and societies. It has the dual aim of offering pre-
health and pre-clinical students a combination of topical knowledge and analytic competencies required for 
broad, liberal arts problem-solving, modern medical school and clinical psychology curricula and entrance 
exams.  This course will introduce you to the science of the mind and behavior, but it will also introduce you to 
a wide range of views regarding the social construction of self and others. Throughout the course of the 
semester, we will be learning about and using methodologies that span the psychological and sociocultural 
approaches to health (e.g., sociology and anthropology). Thus, three main models will be used throughout the 
course of the semester: the health psychology/scientific method model, the medical model, and a sociocultural 
model.  
 
This course is designed to be like a tasting menu at a fancy restaurant – you will get the opportunity to try the various 
perspectives in the field of health and see which one or ones excite you. You will get a broad overview of behavioral 
neurosciences, sensation and perception, social psychology, developmental psychology, theories of personality, clinical 
psychology and health psychology. We will be taking a topical approach, examining many different perspectives on 
human behavior. To make the semester coherent, we will be emphasizing common themes that hold the various 
perspectives on health together. Thus, for each topic, the three different perspectives will be considered and the 
information always applied back to health.  
 
Each week, online lectures are supplemented with flipbooks, weekly activities, student discussions, guest lectures, 
moderated discussions between health professionals, surveys and other innovative content. It is my hope that each of these 
approaches will enrich your experience this semester and increase your understanding of biological, psychological, 
sociocultural factors in health, health education, and health  policy.  
 
Please note: although the coverage of the topics relies on a generalist approach and is introductory in nature, the course as 
a whole is very rigorous, with some challenging readings and assignments. 
 
II. Course Goals: 
As has been noted in the MCAT 2015 Preview Guide, we live in an age of rapid scientific and medical advances, 
tremendous changes in the health care system (in delivery, demands, and policy), and because of globalization, 
migration, political upheaval, and changes based on technology, the world is a much more diverse and 
interconnected place. For those interested in health care, or planning on working with the health care system (or just 
those of us who are going to require healthcare), a basic understanding of the current knowledge base in biology, 
psychobiology, and important sociocultural aspects is essential. This course is designed to provide that basic 
knowledge.  
 
But more than that, this course is designed to integrate medical, behavioral, and sociocultural frameworks in 
interpreting emerging knowledge. To do this, you will need to learn the various research techniques of each of the 
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frameworks, and understand the relative strengths and weaknesses of each. Thus, a second goal is to train you in 
the analytic and critical thinking skills necessary to interpret the overwhelming volume of existing and emerging 
knowledge. 
 
III. Course Requirements: 
 A. Examinations: three tests, each worth 100 points. All exams will be unit tests (NO cumulative exams). 
The format for each exam will include a combination of multiple choice and short-answer questions (which may 
include some matching). Lecture, Bidirectional Learning Tool (BLT; this reflects pre-recorded video 
conversations with experts or exemplary students in which the online student also will provide direct input by 
text, video, or multiple choice questions) discussions, reading assignments, activities are all fair game for 
material. Each exam will be take-home: you may use all available material, but you may not collaborate with 
any class member on the exams. An honor pledge for each exam will be signed and violations of the honor 
code will be reported to the Brandeis Honor board. The ONLY excuses acceptable for turning in a late exam 
are illness (documented by a note from a physician), funeral of close friend/relative (documented by a funeral 
notice or funeral bulletin), mandatory religious obligations or other unavoidable circumstances or University 
activities.  If one of these difficulties occurs, you should immediately contact the office of Academic Services, 
who will document the difficulties and take care of notifying your professors. You may turn in an early exam.  
 B. Activities: Each unit has an activity associated with it. These are designed to help internalize the course 
information and will often have an additional focus that was not in the lecture. The activities will range from responses to 
standard text assignments to online wall discussions. Specific details will be posted in the course web site. Each 
assignment will be worth 15 points. PUBLIC activities will be due 48 hours prior to your live session, DIRECT TO 
INSTRUCTOR activities will be due 24 hours prior to the live session. Late assignments will be docked 2 points, with an 
additional 2-point penalty for each day that the assignment is late. Computer problems are no excuse (see below for 
information about technological support). If you need some assistance with your assignments, please plan to talk to your 
course instructor. The Writing Program at Brandeis University also offers helpful services:  
http://www.brandeis.edu/programs/writing/, as do the Writing Programs at other participating universities.  Please contact 
the writing center at your university 
 C. Class attendance and participation: Class discussions and active participation is extremely important to 
learning and mastering the material. You are expected to come to the synchronous sections prepared to discuss the 
assigned readings or participate in the activities. In addition, discussion questions will be posted on line each week. You 
are expected to post comments or your own questions about the reading on a weekly basis. You are expected to post your 
responses to the public questions for the roundtables on the discussion board (and this will be part of the weekly 5 points 
for discussion)You will also be able to read other students’ postings and interact this way. You are also expected to 
participate in the in-class discussions on a weekly basis (part of the weekly 5 points for discussion). 
 

Points Assessments  

100 each = 300 Exam 1, 2, and 3  

15 each = 210 Weekly Activities 

5 each = 70 Student Participation 
 
IV. Evaluation: Your grade will be based on exams, asynchronous and online discussion forum participation, 
synchronous participation, and weekly activities (to be provided in detail online). Your grade will be on a standard 
percentage grading scale (A > 92%, A- 90-92%, B+ 87.5-89.5%, B 82.5-87%, B- 80-82%, C+ 77.5-79.5%, C 72.5-77%, 
C- 70-72%, D+ 67.5-69.5%, D 62.5-69%, D- 60-62%) 
 
V. Technological Support The Student Support Team is your point-of-contact for questions and issues that you 
have about the learning management system, Experience. They are available to introduce you to and assist you 
with using all of Experience’s features, including accessing your coursework, assignments, live sessions, and 
social networking tools. You can contact Student Support using Live Chat, the Support Line, the Student 
Support page, email, and office hours.  

http://www.brandeis.edu/programs/writing/
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VI. Special Needs If you are a student with a documented disability on record at Brandeis University or other 
collaborating universities and wish to have a reasonable accommodation made for you in this class, please 
contact me immediately. [additional policy to follow] 
 
VII. Academic Honesty: You are expected to be honest in all of your academic work. The University policy on 
academic honesty is distributed annually as section 5 of the Rights and Responsibilities handbook. Instances of 
alleged dishonesty will be forwarded to the Office of Campus Life for possible referral to the Student Judicial 
System. Potential sanctions include failure in the course and suspension from Brandeis University. If you have 
any questions about my expectations, please ask. 
 
VIII. Personal Reactions To Topics 
Sometimes material covered in a Psychology class can bring up personal feelings and reactions that you may 
not know how to handle.  In these cases, please feel free to make use of the counseling services available on 
your campus (Brandeis students, the Psychological Counseling Center is located in the Mailman House at 
(781) 736-3730.  More information is available on their website:  http://www.brandeis.edu/pcc/).  
 
Course Schedule 
 
Dates Topics Important Highlights 
Unit 1 Thinking critically about stress, 

health, and functioning 
Case study and three health professionals and a solo BLT  

   
Unit 2 Body and Soul: The Biology of 

the Mind and Consciousness 
Guest lecture (Professor Darryl Neill) on substance abuse 
and addiction; mindfulness meditations 

   
Unit 3 From Raw Energy to Meaning The Itch, and cultural influences on perception: a guest 

lecture (Professor Anita Hannig) 
   
Unit 4 Problem Solving and Linguistic 

Framing 
Sticks and stones…words can definitely affect the way we 
think and decide: a guest lecture (Professor Anita Hannig) 

   
Unit 5 Drooling, Operating, and Social 

Influence 
Roundtable on the ways in which peer and media 
influences substance use – modeling 

   
Exam 1   
   
Unit 6 Memory Guest lecture (Professor Margie Lachman) on healthy 

aging and memory 
Unit 7 Life Span Development Roundtable on the special challenges refugees and 

immigrants face in childhood and adolescence 
   
Unit 8 Stop Crying or I’ll Give you 

Something to Cry about 
Guest lecture (Professor Nicholas Rohleder) on the 
connections between stress, emotions and health 

   
Unit 9 Stress, Health, and Wellness Guest lecture (Professor Nicholas Rohleder) on 

inflammation and chronic stress, and the stress responses 
of victims of trauma and caregivers 

   

http://www.brandeis.edu/pcc/
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Dates Topics Important Highlights 
Unit 10 Self, Identity and Personality Student discussion focusing on how personality affects 

primary prevention and response to treatment 
   
Exam 2   
   
Unit 11 Social Influences, Interactions, 

and Persuasion 
Roundtable discussion on how to persuade people to 
engage in health behaviors 

   
Unit 12 Understanding Social Structures Roundtable discussion on the role of community-based 

organizations and immigrant access to care 
   
Unit 13 Things that Divide Us: Factors 

that Promote Social Inequality 
Roundtable discussion on the challenges LGBT 
immigrants face in accessing health care and other services 

   
Unit 14 Psychological Disorders and 

Treatment 
Roundtable discussion immigrant and refugee 
acculturation and its effects on risk for substance problems 
and other problems 

   
Unit 15 Review / Semester Wrap Up Consolidation time!  And can I get a job? 
   
Exam 3 (material will not be cumulative)  
   
 
Topical Readings and Assignments 
Unit 1: Thinking critically about stress, health, and human functioning: 
Text Chapter 1  
Case Study 
Bronfenbrenner, U. (1994). Ecological models of human development. In International Encyclopedia of 
Education, Vol. 3, 2nd Ed. Oxford: Elsevier. Reprinted in Gauvain, M. & Cole, M. (Eds.), Readings on the 
development of children, 2nd Ed. (1993, pp. 37-43). NY Freeman. Retrieved on September 14, 2013 from 
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/~siegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf 
   
Unit 2: Body and Soul: The Biology of the Mind and Consciousness 
Text Chapters 2, 3 
   
Unit 3: From Raw Energy to Meaning 
Text Chapter 6 
Gawande, A. (2008, June 30). Annals of Medicine: The itch: Reporting and essays. The New Yorker. Retrieved 

on July 24, 2008 from 
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2008/06/30/080630fa_fact_gawande?currentPage=all  

   
Unit 4: Problem Solving and Linguistic Framing 
Text Chapter 9 
Martin, E. (1991). The egg and the sperm: How science has constructed a romance based on stereotypical male-

female roles. Signs, 16, 485-501. Retrieved from http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0097-
9740%28199121%2916%3A3%3C485%3ATEATSH%3E2.0.CO%3B2-N  

   
Unit 5: Drooling, Operating, and Social Influence 
Text Chapter 7 

http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.psy.cmu.edu/%7Esiegler/35bronfebrenner94.pdf
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2008/06/30/080630fa_fact_gawande?currentPage=all
http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0097-9740%28199121%2916%3A3%3C485%3ATEATSH%3E2.0.CO%3B2-N
http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0097-9740%28199121%2916%3A3%3C485%3ATEATSH%3E2.0.CO%3B2-N
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Multisite Violence Prevention Project (2013). Targeting high-risk, socially influential middle school students 

to reduce aggression: Universal versus selective preventive intervention effects. Journal of Research on 
Adolescence. doi: 10.1111/jora.12067 

 
Unit 6: Memory 
Text Chapter 8 
   
Unit 7: Life Span Development 
Text Chapter 5 
Fausto-Sterling, A., Coll, C.G., & Lamarre, M. (2012). Sexing the baby: Part 1--What do we really know about 

sex differentiation in the first three years of life? Social Science & Medicine, 74, 1684-1692. doi: 
10.1016/j.socscimed.2011.05.051 

Fausto-Sterling, Anne, Coll, C.G., & Lamarre, M. (2012). Sexing the baby: Part 2--Applying dynamic systems 
theory to the emergences of sex-related differences in infants and toddlers. Social Science & Medicine, 
74, 1693-1702. doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2011.06.027 

   
Unit 8: Stop Crying or I’ll Give you Something to Cry about 
Text Chapters 11, 12 (pp. 458-486) 
Lazarus, R. S. (1993). From psychological stress to the emotions: A history of changing outlooks. Annual 

Review of Psychology, 44, 1-21. doi:10.1146/annurev.ps.44.020193.000245 
Wierzbicka, A. (1995). The relevance of language to the study of emotions. Psychological Inquiry, 6(3), 248. 
   
Unit 9: Stress, Health, and Wellness 
Text Chapter 12 (just the health pages) 
Barker, K.K. (2008). Electronic support groups, patient-consumers, and medicalization: The case of contested 

illness. Journal of Health and Social Behavior. 49, 20-36. doi: 10.1177/002214650804900103 
Christakis, N.A. & Fowler, J.H. (2007). The spread of obesity in a large social network over 32 years. New 

England Journal of Medicine. 357, 370-379. doi: 10.1056/NEJMsa066082 
Pitts, V. (2004). Illness and internet empowerment: Writing and reading breast cancer in cyberspace. Health. 8, 

33–59. doi: 10.1177/1363459304038794 
Somerfield, M. R., & McCrae, R. R. (2000). Stress and coping research: Methodological challenges, theoretical 

advances, and clinical applications. American Psychologist, 55, 620-625. doi: 10.1037/0003-
066X.55.6.620 

Taylor, S.E., Klein, L.C., Lewis, B.P., Gruenwald, T.L., Gurung, R.A.R., & Updegraff, J.A. (2000). 
Biobehavioral responses to stress in females: Tend-and-befriend, not fight or flight. Psychological 
Review, 107, 411-429. doi: 10.1037//0033-295X.107.3.411 

   
Unit 10: Self, Identity and Personality 
Text Chapter 13 
Shilling, C. (2012). Culture, the 'sick role' and the consumption of health. The British Journal of Sociology, 53, 

621-638. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/3698305 
Lakon, C.M. & Valente, T.W. (2012) Social integration in friendship networks: The synergy of network 

structure and peer influence in relation to cigarette smoking among high risk adolescents. Social Science 
& Medicine. 74, 1407-1417. doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2012.01.011 

 
Unit 11: Social Influences, Interactions, and Persuasion 
Text Chapter 14 
Kawachi, I., Kennedy, B.P., & Wilkinson, R.G. (1999). Crime: Social disorganization and relative deprivation. 

Social Science & Medicine. 48, 719-731. Retrieved from 
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CDAQFjAA&url=ftp

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CDAQFjAA&url=ftp%3A%2F%2Fpsyftp.mcmaster.ca%2Fdalywilson%2Fsshrc2004%2FwilkinsonCrime.pdf&ei=qXpMUvTuGI_nqAGUmIDYBQ&usg=AFQjCNFIJSCZCpXMtb1dzmdwsH0dENtmLg
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%3A%2F%2Fpsyftp.mcmaster.ca%2Fdalywilson%2Fsshrc2004%2FwilkinsonCrime.pdf&ei=qXpMU
vTuGI_nqAGUmIDYBQ&usg=AFQjCNFIJSCZCpXMtb1dzmdwsH0dENtmLg  

Pavalko, E.K., Mossakowski, K.N., & Hamilton, V.J. (2003). Does perceived discrimination affect health? 
Longitudinal relationships between work discrimination and women's physical and emotional health. 
Journal of Health and Social Behavior. 44, 18-33. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/1519813  

 
Unit 12: Social Structures 
Barker, K.K. 1998. A ship upon a stormy sea: The medicalization of pregnancy. Social Science and Medicine. 

47, 1067-1076. Retrieved from http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0277953698001555#  
Conrad, P. (2007). The medicalization of society: On the transformation of human conditions into treatable 

disorders.  The Johns Hopkins University Press. Just read Parts I and II, and Chapter 7- 8 of Part III 
Epstein, S. (1995). The construction of lay expertise: AIDS activism and the forging of credibility in the reform 

of clinical trials. Science, Technology, & Human Values (Special Issue: Constructivist Perspectives on 
Medical Work: Medical Practices and Science and Technology Studies, Autumn 1995), 20, 408-437. 
Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/689868?origin=JSTOR-pdf 1 

Fujimura, J.H. (1987). Constructing ‘do-able’ problems in cancer research: Articulating alignment. Social 
Studies of Science. 17, 257-293. doi: 10.1177/030631287017002003 

Dying Alone: An interview with Eric Klinenberg, author of Heat Wave: A Social Autopsy of Disaster in 
Chicago. Retrieved October 14, 2013 from http://www.press.uchicago.edu/Misc/Chicago/443213in.html  

Sampson, R.J. (2008). Moving to inequality: Neighborhood effects and experiments meet social structure. 
Annual Journal of Sociology. 114,189-231. Retrieved from 
http://scholar.harvard.edu/sampson/publications/moving-inequality-neighborhood-effects-and-
experiments-meet-social-structure-0  

 
Unit 13: The Things that Divide Us: Factors that Promote Social Inequality 
Gorman, B.K., Read, J.G., & Krueger, P.M. (2010). Gender, acculturation, and health among Mexican 

Americans. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 51, 440-457. doi: 10.1177/0022146510386792 
Kimbro, R.T., Gorman, B.K., & Schachter, A. (2012). Acculturation and self-rated health among Latino and 

Asian immigrants to the United States. Social Problems, 59, 341-363. 
Leung, C.W., Williams, D.R., & Villamor, E. (2012) Very low food security predicts obesity predominantly in 

California Hispanic men and women. Public Health Nutrition. 15, 2228–2236. doi: 
10.1017/S1368980012000857 

Link, B.G. & Phelan, J. (1995) Social conditions as fundamental causes of disease. Journal of Health and 
Social Behavior. 35(Extra Issue: Forty Years of Medical Sociology: The State of the Art and Directions 
for the Future), 80-94. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/2626958  

Masters, R.K. (2012). Uncrossing the U.S. black-white mortality crossover: The role of cohort forces in life 
course mortality risk. Demography, 49, 773–796. doi: 10.1007/s13524-012-0107-y. 

Williams, D.R. (2012). Miles to go before we sleep: Racial inequities in health. Journal of Health and Social 
Behavior. 53, 279–295. doi: 10.1177/0022146512455804 

 
Unit 14: Psychological Disorders and Treatment 
Text  Chapters 15, 16 
Conrad, P., Mackie, T., & Mehrotra, A. (2010). Estimating the costs of medicalization. Social Science & 

Medicine, 70, 1943-1947. 
Liu, Ka-Yuet, King, M., & Bearman, P. (2010). Social influence and the autism epidemic. American Journal of 

Sociology, 115, 1387-1434. 
Rosenhan, D. L. (1973).  On being sane in insane places.  Science, 179, 250-258. Retrieved from 

http://digitalcommons.law.scu.edu/lawreview/vol13/iss3/3  
Szasz, T. S. (1960). The myth of mental illness. American Psychologist, 15, 113-118. 
 

1 read for the gist of this article 
                                                 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CDAQFjAA&url=ftp%3A%2F%2Fpsyftp.mcmaster.ca%2Fdalywilson%2Fsshrc2004%2FwilkinsonCrime.pdf&ei=qXpMUvTuGI_nqAGUmIDYBQ&usg=AFQjCNFIJSCZCpXMtb1dzmdwsH0dENtmLg
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CDAQFjAA&url=ftp%3A%2F%2Fpsyftp.mcmaster.ca%2Fdalywilson%2Fsshrc2004%2FwilkinsonCrime.pdf&ei=qXpMUvTuGI_nqAGUmIDYBQ&usg=AFQjCNFIJSCZCpXMtb1dzmdwsH0dENtmLg
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1519813
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0277953698001555
http://www.jstor.org/stable/689868?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.press.uchicago.edu/Misc/Chicago/443213in.html
http://scholar.harvard.edu/sampson/publications/moving-inequality-neighborhood-effects-and-experiments-meet-social-structure-0
http://scholar.harvard.edu/sampson/publications/moving-inequality-neighborhood-effects-and-experiments-meet-social-structure-0
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