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About the Course 
This upper-level elective course focuses on the history of health in the United States. 
We will be guided by several questions:  

• What is health? What is sickness?  
• How has the idea of health changed over time?  
• When and why are diseases created? When and why are conditions normalized?  
• How is health gendered? How has health been shaped by race and racism?  
• What is the relationship between health and morality in modern America?  

The course is structured around two related goals – exploring these more philosophical 
(and historical) questions about the meaning of health, while also learning the history of 
medical practice and medical professionals in the U.S. We will read and discuss broadly 
in the history of health and medicine, and then delve more specifically into moments we 
can really explore these themes. 
 
Course Objectives 
- You will be able to define, historicize and question concepts including “healthy,” 

“sick,” “disease,” “epidemic,” and “medicalization.”  
You will be able to critically read and assess a variety of sources of health 
information, from academic works to personal essays to documentaries, and from 
news stories to social media to advertisements. 

- You will read a variety of scholarly works in order to practice identifying an author’s 
thesis, evidence, and historical contribution  

- You will analyze primary sources to identify their contribution to historical knowledge 
and understanding 



- You will develop an understanding of how notions of health and disease have been 
constructed in different eras  

- You will be able to identify key moments in the history of medicine and articulate 
their significance to the past and the present 

 
Required Texts    
 
- David Henderson and Susan Henderson, Food Fight: Challenging the USDA Food Pyramid, 

1991  - 2020 – Any version is fine, should be available online as a cheap PDF or you can 
buy paperback version 

- All other essays/ readings on Canvas 

 
Recommended Texts   
For help with writing and reading history, as well as with citations, you might use Mary 
Lynn Rampolla, A Pocket Guide to Writing in History, Bedford/St. Martin’s, any edition.  
This is especially useful to keep around if you are a history major. 
 
For a refresher on the U.S. history survey, the American Yawp - 
http://www.americanyawp.com - is an open access textbook that can give really helpful 
background. 
 
Grades   
Your final grade in the course will be based on the following components (totaling 1000 
points):   
 
Prep assignments (3 questions and a fascinating bit OR a concept map OR a 200 word
 response) – 6 x 35 points each = 210 

There are 9 offered, so you can skip 3 with no penalty.  
Exit tickets – 22 x 10 points each = 220  

(there are 26 offered, so you can miss 4 with no penalty. 2 bonus points for any
 over the required 20.) 
Food fight assignment – 
 Paper – 100 points 
 Game participation – 50 points 
Unessay/essay assignment –  
 Proposal – 75 points 

List of Sources – 100 points 
Presentation – 75 points 
Essay or unessay – 170 points 
 

------- 
= 1000 points total 
 
 

http://www.americanyawp.com/


Grade Calculation  [1000 points, total]      
900 +         A    
800-899     B   
700-799     C   
600-699     D   
Below 600  F     
 
Prep Assignments 
Preparation for class is essential! These weekly assignments help with your preparation 
by asking you to do the assigned reading and then be ready to discuss. There are three 
different ways you can prove your preparation. First, you can develop three discussion 
questions and one interesting thing (something surprising or neat you learned) from the 
reading. Second, you can create a concept map based on the reading. Third, you can 
write up a 200 word (minimum) response to the reading that directly engages with 
reading content. Only choose ONE path for each assignment, though you are free to try 
different paths on different weeks. Preps are due BEFORE class so I can check in on 
the overall class’s reading comprehension and question areas before we meet. 
 
Exit Tickets 
Exit tickets function as a mix of an attendance and participation grade. At the end of 
each class session there will be a question or activity worth 10 points. Sometimes this is 
done solo, sometimes in pairs, and sometimes in small groups. Occasionally (like during 
a reacting to the past game or on a library visit) the exit ticket will simply be attendance. 
More often, though, it is an opportunity to reflect on some aspect of the class 
experience. Exit tickets may only be made up in the case of documented illness or other 
excusable absence; and make-ups are at the discretion of Dr. Moran since the points 
are meant to award regular course attendance and engagement. 
 
Food Fight Assignment  
As part of this course work we will play a Reacting to the Past game. The game is a 
medium-sized game (a couple weeks long), and while it is chronologically set in the 
1990s we will use it as a mid-semester interlude. In a reacting to the past game we go 
over background materials together and through assigned readings. Then you are 
assigned a character, some kind of historical figure that it is your job to embody. You 
will receive a detailed role sheet, but must then supplement your role sheet with other 
readings from the primary sources in the reacting to the past book for the course. You 
will be graded on participation, as well as on your completion of the assignment for your 
character (which will be explained on your role sheet). 
 
Research (Essay/Unessay) Assignment 
Pick a topic in the history American health/medicine you would be interested in reading 
and researching quite a bit over the next three months. There is a big list of ideas I will 
go over when we discuss the project, and you can also pick well beyond my list. My 
primary guidelines for topics are that they be narrow enough to research well, that they 



be something you can find secondary and primary sources about, and that they related 
to health/medicine in the United States.  
 
You will present your research either in the form of a research paper or in an alternative 
form. Research essays are about 6 double-spaced standard font pages – or really 1500 
words, plus a works cited pages. Alternative formats can be all kinds of things… a 
lesson plan for a K-12 class, a series of Tik Toks, a board game or children’s book or 
quilt or poster or short graphic novel. Alternative formats require a ‘write up’ that helps 
explain your unessay and how your research has informed it. The write-up is 300 words. 
The project or paper will also be something you must present, for 5-7 minutes, to the 
class. Full instructions on research, writing, unessays, references, and presentations to 
come! 
 
Accessibility     
The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for 
students with disabilities. Students seeking reasonable accommodation must first 
register with the Office of Disability Access (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability 
is verified, the ODA will provide you with a reasonable accommodation letter to be 
delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding your specific needs in a 
course. You may request reasonable accommodations at any time, however, ODA 
notices of reasonable accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the 
semester to avoid any delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new 
letter of reasonable accommodation for every semester and must meet with each 
faculty member prior to implementation in each class. Students are strongly encouraged 
to deliver letters of reasonable accommodation during faculty office hours or by 
appointment. Faculty members have the authority to ask students to discuss such 
letters during their designated office hours to protect the privacy of the student. For 
additional information see the Office of Disability Access website at 
http://www.unt.edu/oda. You may also contact them by phone at 940.565.4323.   
 
Formal statement aside, though: Seriously – let me know what you need to make the 
course work for you. The course includes some disability studies, and is meant to be as 
accessible as possible. That said, accessibility sometimes requires extra effort on my 
end (whether you need things captioned, in larger print, extensions), so I just need to 
know what you need ahead of time.   
 
Policy on Children in Class 
Taking care of young children should not keep you from participating in class. If you are 
a parent/guardian of young children, those children are welcome when you cannot find 
or afford child care. I only require that (a) they do not disrupt class and (b) you are able 
to care for them while still participating in class. I may ask you to step outside to care for 
a child who is becoming noisy, or to sit near the door so you can easily do so. (Let me 
know if you can’t get a convenient seat.) Otherwise, your children are welcome in my 
classroom. If they need food, toys or breastfeeding, that is also acceptable.    



 
Please be aware that I prepare and deliver my course material for an adult audience. I 
will not change the topics I discuss or the language I use if children are in the room. 
Your fellow students are not required to do so, either. If you have questions about the 
material we will be covering on a given day, feel free to ask.   
 
Academic Integrity 
The University of North Texas promotes the integrity of learning and embraces the core 
values of trust and honesty. Academic integrity is based on educational principles and 
procedures that protect the rights of all participants in the educational process and 
validate the legitimacy of degrees awarded by the University. In the investigation and 
resolution of allegations of student academic dishonesty, the University’s actions are 
intended to be corrective, educationally sound, fundamentally fair, and based on reliable 
evidence. Please see the full university policy here: https://policy.unt.edu/policy/06-003 
 
The use of AI-powered language models such as ChatGPT to complete any assignment 
for this course is strictly prohibited. Violations of this policy will lead to a referral to the 
Office of Academic Integrity. 
 
Writing Center 
The UNT writing center has in person and online services to help you improve your 
writing. Check their website at https://writingcenter.unt.edu for more information. 
 
Dean of Students 
If serious illness or injury, death or illness in the family, mental health matters, economic 
instability, pregnancy and/or parenting, legal matters, etc. are interfering in your 
academic success, you may want to speak with someone at the Dean of Students’ 
office. http://deanofstudents.unt.edu 
 
  

https://policy.unt.edu/policy/06-003
https://writingcenter.unt.edu/
http://deanofstudents.unt.edu/


Week 1 – What is Health? What is Sickness? 
 Before class In class 
Tuesday, Jan. 16 
 

n/a syllabus 

Thursday, Jan. 18 
 

Read Margalit Fox, “Lia Lee 
Dies; Life Went on Around 
Her, Redefining Care,” New 
York Times 
 
Read Ed Yong, “What 
Strength Really Means 
When You’re Sick,” The 
Atlantic  

 

 
 
Week 2 – From Contact to Colonies 
 Before class In class 
Tuesday, Jan. 23 
 

Read Elaine G. Breslaw, 
“The Columbian Exchange,” 
from Lotions, Potions, Pills, 
and Magic: Health Care in 
Early America 
 
Prep #1 due 
 

Exit #1 
 
Background 

Thursday, Jan. 25 
 

Read Inoculate for Small 
Pox? source packet 
 

Exit #2 
 
Small pox debate 

 
 
Week 3 – Colonial/Early American Medicine  
 Before class In class 
Tuesday, Jan. 30 
 

Read Paul Starr, “Medicine 
in a Democratic Culture,” 
from The Social 
Transformation of American 
Medicine  
 
Read Every Man His Own 
Doctor? selection  
 
Prep #2 due 
 

Exit #3 
 
 

Thursday, Feb 1 
 

Read Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, 
“The Medical Challenge to 
Midwifery” 
 

Exit #4 
 
Watch A Midwife’s Tale 



Week 4 – Research in the History of Health and Sickness  
 Before class In class 
Tuesday, Feb. 6 
 

Read Jacalyn Duffin, 
“Sleuthing and Science: How 
to Research a Question on 
Medical History” from History 
of Medicine: A Scandalously 
Short Introduction 
 
Read full instructions on the 
main assignment (the part 
due at the end of the 
semester) 
 
Read instructions for topic 
proposal 
 
Prep #3 due 
 

Exit #5 
 
Discuss papers and 
research in the history of 
medicine – workshop first 
ideas 

Thursday, Feb 8 
 

None 
 

Exit #6 (attendance) 
 
Library visit with Doug 
Campbell, Willis 130 

 
Week 5 – Medicine and Slavery, Medicine and the Civil War 
 Before class In class 
Tuesday, Feb. 13 
 

Read Deirdre Cooper 
Owens, “Black Women’s 
Experiences in Slavery and 
Medicine,” from Medical 
Bondage 
 
Topic proposal due at 
11:59 

Exit #7 
 
Sims statue debate 
 
Workshop paper topics 

Thursday, Feb 15 
 

Read Suellen Hoy, 
“American Wives and 
Mothers Join the Civil War 
Struggle in Battle Against 
Dirt and Disease” 

Exit #8 
 
Please don’t cut off my leg 
 

 
 
Week 6 – Miasmas and Germs and intro to Food Fight 
 Before class In class 
Tuesday, Feb. 20 
 

Read Nancy Tomes, “The 
Private Side of Public 
Health: Sanitary Science, 
Domestic Hygiene, and the 
Germ Theory” 

Exit #9 
 
Public health posters 



 
Listen to “There’s Something 
about Mary” NPR 
Throughline podcast [43 min] 
 
Prep #4 

Thursday, Feb 22 
 

Read Food Fight pages 1-22 
(Introduction and Historical 
Background) 
 
Source list due 

Exit #10 
 
Intro to Food Fight (Setup 
session 1) 

 
 

Week 7 – Food Fight Interlude 
 Before class In class 
Tuesday, Feb. 27 
 

Read Food Fight pages 25-
44 (Game Overview and 
Core Documents) 

Exit #11 (attendance) 
 
Setup session 2 Structure of 
food regulation and the 
history of USDA actions on 
nutritional advice. Faction 
Meeting 
 

Thursday, Feb 29 
 

Read Food Fight 
supplemental documents as 
appropriate 

Exit #12 (attendance) 
 
Game session 1 

 
 
Week 8 – Food Pyramid Interlude 
 Before class In class 
Tuesday, March 5 
 

Read Food Fight 
supplemental documents as 
appropriate  

Exit #13 (attendance) 
 
Game session 2 

Thursday, March 7 
 

No reading, just come ready 
to debrief 

Exit #14 (attendance) 
 
Debriefing 

 
 
*** Spring Break *** 
 
Week 9 – 1918 Influenza/The Medicalization of Everyday life 
 Before class In class 
Tuesday, March 19 
 

Explore 
https://www.archives.gov/ 
exhibits/influenza-epidemic/ 
 
Be ready to check in on 
research project 

Exit #15 
 
Research project check-ins 
 
C-SPAN on Spanish Flu/Flu 
memorial design 



 
Prep #5 

Thursday, March 21 
 

Read Rima Apple, 
“Physicians and Mothers 
Construct Scientific 
Motherhood” 
 
Read Elizabeth Lunbeck, 
“Psychiatrists, the 
‘Hypersexual Female,’ and a 
New Medical Management 
of Morality” 

Exit #16 
 
 

 
 
Week 10 – 1930s-1950s 
 Before class In class 
Tuesday, March 26 
 

Read Harriet Washington, 
“‘A Notoriously Syphilis 
Soaked Race’: What Really 
Happened at Tuskegee?” 
from Medical Apartheid 
 
Read Theresa Vargas, 
“Guinea Pigs or Pioneers? 
How Puerto Rican Women 
Were Used to test the Birth 
Control Pill” 
 
Prep #6 

Exit #17 
 
 

Thursday, March 28 
 

Read Wangui Muigai, 
“Something Wasn’t Clean”: 
Black Midwifery, Birth, and 
Postwar Medical Education 
in All My Babies.”  

Exit #18 
 
Watch All My Babies (1953) 
and excerpt from The Medic 
(1954) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Week 11 –The ‘Golden Age’ of American Medicine 
 Before class In class 
Tuesday, April 2 
 

Read John C. Burnham, 
“America’s Golden Age of 
Medicine: What Happened to 
It?”  
 

Exit #19 
 
 



Be ready to check in on 
research project 
 
Prep #7 

Thursday, April 4 
 

Read Jill Quadagno, 
“Doctors’ Politics and the 
Red Menace” from One 
Nation, Uninsured: Why the 
U.S. Has No National Health 
Insurance 
 

Exit #20 
 
1940s political cartoons 
against universal health care 
gallery walk 

 
 
Week 12 – Research week 
 Before class In class 
Tuesday, April 9 
 

NO CLASS – Wrap up 
projects 

 

Thursday, April 11 
 

NO CLASS – Wrap up 
projects 

 

 
 
Week 13 – Patient Activism 
 Before class In class 
Tuesday, April 16 
 

Read Wendy Kline, “Women 
Readers and the Feminist 
Health Movement of the 
1970s and 1980s” 
 
Prep #8 
 
 

Exit #21 
 
Challenges to medicine in 
the 1960s-1970s (anti-
psychiatry, women’s health 
movement, natural birth, 
natural foods) 
 

Thursday, April 18 
 

Read Dan Royles, “Race, 
Homosexuality, and the 
AIDS Epidemic” 
 

Exit #22 
Watch How to Survive a 
Plague [1hr 50 – will finish 
on Tues] 

 
 
Week 14 – Medicine Today 
 Before class In class 
Tuesday, April 23 
 

Read Damon Tweedy, 
“People Like Us,” from Black 
Man in a White Coat: A 
Doctor’s Reflections on Race 
and Medicine 
 
Read Jonathan Metzl, “Dying 
of Whiteness” from Dying of 

Exit #23 
 
- Finish Act-Up and 

discuss, discuss 
readings, last questions 
about presentations 



Whiteness: How the Politics 
of Racial Resentment Is 
Killing America's Heartland 
 
Prep #9 

Thursday, April 25 
 

PRESENTATIONS DAY 1 Exit #24 (attendance) 
 

 
Week 15 – Presentations 
 Before class In class 
Tuesday, April 30 
 

PRESENTATIONS DAY 2 
 

Exit #25 (attendance) 
 
 

Thursday, May 2 
 

PRESENTATIONS DAY 3 Exit #26 (attendance) 
 

 
 
Final – May 6 

• Submit final research paper or unessay + reflection  


