COMS 240: Introduction to Health Communication
Instructor:
Sheida Shirvani
Cell:  614-657-1173
Home: 614-492-1306
Office: 740-588-1499
Office:  Elson Hall Room 135
Email:  shirvani@ohio.edu
Website:  Blackboard		

Texts

Geist-Martin, P., Ray, E. B., & Sharf, B. F. (2003). Communicating health: Personal, cultural, and political complexities. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth/Thompson.
Additional readings available in the COMS 240 Syllabus folder on Blackboard.

Course Description and Learning Objectives

Communication in health, illness, and healing constitutes the most vital of human experiences.  No other human phenomenon is more elemental than health, illness, and healing, none connects us more viscerally with our aspirations, or confronts us more palpably with our limitations.  And even though health, illness, and healing are elementally physical, embodied phenomena, they unfold in relation to human communication and sense-making.
COMS 240 is designed to introduce students to the communication processes by which we shape and make sense of both the experience and meaning of illness and wellness, of suffering and healing. The course will examine the ways that health, illness, and healing are shaped in interpersonal, group, organizational, societal-cultural, political-economic, and historical communication processes. In other words, we will come to understand that every mysterious lump, unusual discharge, persistent pain, hitch in the step, just as every burst of energy, euphoric sense of well being, resilience in the face of crisis, or return to health after illness is highly meaningful for ourselves, our friends and loved ones, coworkers and fellow citizens. Nothing human, particularly nothing thought to reflect well-being, illness, or healing, is beyond the reach of our private and public, individual and collective sense-making. COMS 240 is intended to illuminate these phenomena.
Participants who work hard, do what is asked, and seek help whenever they encounter difficulties can expect to achieve the following: (a) understand and explain the basic interrelationships among communication, health, illness, and healing, (b) understand and explain the many layers of meaning making in health communication (e.g., identity, relationship, group, organization, society-culture, political economy, history), (c) improve ability to participate more knowledgably in health care delivery and promotional activities, and (d) improve ability to engage in dialogue, debate, and activism about health, illness, and healing as a wellness/illness care recipient, family member, friend, and citizen.




Course Policies

Preparation, attendance, and participation. Your participation in the form of careful reading and informed and thoughtful contribution to class discussion is crucial. I am very interested in hearing your ideas about the topics we will be discussing, but your formulation of a coherent position will require studied knowledge of the material and a commitment to discussing that material in class. As such, your participation must be grounded in consistent preparation and attendance. 
A few extra words about attendance. Absences for university sponsored travel or dire personal emergencies will be excused if adequate documentation is provided. Attendance will be taken in class and will be used to determine borderline grades. Excessive absences (more than 2) will negatively influence your grade. However, it is also important to recognize the need for flexibility in attendance policies with respect to potentially infectious diseases such as influenza. If you suspect that you have the flu, you should avoid contact with other students, except for visiting student health services or another health care provider.  If you suspect that you have the flu, contact all of your instructors to make them aware that this is the reason you are missing class and to begin the conversation about what you will have to do to avoid falling behind in your classes. Indeed, whenever you miss any class, you should contact the instructor to explain the reason for absence and to inquire about what you may have missed and what will be required to make up the missed time.
	Climate. We will encounter a wide variety of ideas about health, illness, and healing, as well as many different views of communication. Different people will at times respond in different ways depending on personal knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, and values. For this reason, you or your classmates will at times disagree with one another, with the teacher, and/or with the authors of assigned readings. Such disagreements are not only inevitable but also opportunities for significant learning. Whenever we disagree, we will try to sort out the bases for disagreement, whether they are misunderstanding, differing beliefs or values, or personal background. Our aim in such situations will be to encourage dialogue: respectful, open-minded, and probing conversation aimed not at persuasion but at mutual understanding. But, note well, all this assumes class participants have done assigned readings; uninformed participation will be unwelcome. With this one caveat in mind, all questioning of one another’s understandings must be carried out in the spirit of the search for understanding. In our class, this means that, although questioning one another’s views is welcome and indeed expected, openness of mind and respect for our fellow participants must be the bedrock on which all such exchange proceeds. 
	Responsibilities and their distribution. As your teacher, I am responsible for selecting the very best readings I can find to fit the course objectives, structuring the readings in a coherent way, providing elucidating mini-lectures and opportunities for class discussion and activities, and formulating evaluation procedures that facilitate learning. In the end, however, you are responsible for learning. As a student, you are responsible for putting in whatever effort is necessary for you to understand course materials. This means doing all assigned work thoughtfully and on time. It also means asking for help when you are having trouble understanding course content: asking questions in class, before and after class, via email to me or by coming to my office for extra time (during office hours or alternative arrangements, which I’m happy to make with you).
	Academic honesty. You are responsible for knowing the OU rules regarding academic honesty and dishonesty (also called “academic misconduct,” including plagiarism and other forms of cheating). These guidelines are accessible at http://www.ohio.edu/judiciaries/academic-misconduct.cfm#students. Read them and live by them. Like nearly every other professor at this university, I will give you an F in the course and recommend you for expulsion if I catch you cheating.
	Life outside of COMS 240. I hope to remain ever mindful of the fact that your life is much larger than this class. If you have any questions or concerns about other classes, scheduling, graduate school, law or other professional schools, the job market, or “The Future,” please come speak with me. I would be happy to talk with you and to help you in whatever way I can. 

Assignments and Grading

Exams (70% of quarter grade). There will be two noncumulative exams. Each exam will cover approximately half of the chapters in our core text (Geist, Ray, and Sharf—hereafter, GRS), case study texts, and associated lectures, discussion, and case presentations (35% each). The tests will be composed of both short answer and essay questions.
Case study paper and presentation (30% of quarter grade). Every class meeting there will be at least one and at times two case study presentations to bring to life concepts in GRS (our core text). Everyone in the class will be responsible for reading and being ready to discuss every case. In addition, each person in the class will sign up to lead discussion on one assigned case and prepare a 4- to 5-page case analysis and list of discussion questions that will be used to guide and stimulate discussion for that specific case. The case study paper will be worth 20% of your quarter grade, and another 10% of your quarter grade will be determined by your leadership during case discussion.
Detailed instructions for case study paper. For your chosen case, you must prepare a paper that is not more than 5 pages in length. The paper must include the following elements (although (a) and (b) may be interwoven): 
a) Identify key concepts in GRS that are vital to understanding the case study (provide a concise explanation of the concept as it is represented in GRS and page number(s) in GRS where you found this concept and explanation. 
b) Provide a concise discussion of how the case illustrates, clarifies, refines, and/or complicates each relevant key concept identified in GRS (provide page numbers in the case study for each connection you make between it and a give key concepts in GRS). 
c) Develop and sequence a list of carefully prepared questions that you plan to use to elicit class discussion of GRS concepts that you believe are most powerfully and clearly brought to life in the case (i.e., questions designed to get the class to think about and realize what you have discussed in relation to elements (a) and (b) of your paper.
In addition to the aforementioned content elements, the paper must be neatly typed and proofread, double-spaced, and adhere to the formal rules of grammar, punctuation, documentation of sources as detailed in the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association (5th ed.) and in D. Hacker (2009). A pocket style manual (5th ed.). Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s Press. (Hacker is a required text in all COMS core courses. If you do not already own a copy, you can easily obtain one at any of the local stores selling OU textbooks.)
Detailed instructions for presentation of the case. You must use your carefully prepared questions (item (c) above) to stimulate class discussion. Also be prepared to summarize at the end of the discussion those main ideas that you want the class to take away from the case (have your summary prepared ahead of the presentation so that you are sure the class discussion gets at all relevant points).
	Philosophy of grading. I commit myself to endless good will toward all students, even those who are having difficulties, and I will always act under the assumption that everyone in the room is an adult (meaning that you take responsibility for doing assigned work earnestly and on time). 

Campus Emergency

	In the event of a major campus emergency, course requirements, deadlines and grading percentages are subject to changes that may be necessitated by a revised calendar or other circumstances beyond the instructor’s control.  I will notify you of any such changes via email to the entire class. You can also inquire about any such changes at any time by emailing me (babrow@ohio.edu).

Course Calendar

	
	
	Topic and Assignment Due

	
	
	Introduction

	
	
	Communicating health. 
Read GRS Ch. 1. 
Case: Waitzkin, “How patients and doctors deal with social problems.”

	
	
	Personal complexities of communicating health and illness. 
Read GRS Ch. 2. 
Case: Ford and Christmon, “’Every breast cancer is different’: Illness narratives and the management of identity in breast cancer.”

	
	
	Personal complexities (cont’d). 
Case: Author unidentified, “Bad.”   
Understanding health in cultural communities. 
Read GRS Ch. 3. 
Case: Flint, Query, and Parrish, “Negotiating communication challenges while experiencing Alzheimer’s disease: The case of one Hispanic family.”

	
	
	Understanding health in cultural communities (cont’d). 
Case: Ray, “Medical care, health insurance, and family resources: Complications to otherwise good news.”

	
	
	Political complexities of medicine and healing. 
Read GRS Ch. 4. 
Case: Scully & Bart, “A funny thing happened on the way to the orifice: Women in gynecology textbooks.”




	
	
	Political complexities (cont’d). 
Case: Corey, “Without AIDS: A gay man dies.” 
Beginning life passages. 
Read GRS Ch. 5. 
Case: Mills, “Catching up with Down syndrome: Parents’ experiences in dealing with the medical and therapeutic communities.”

	
	
	Beginning life passages (cont’d). 
Case: Kopfman & Ray, “Talking to children about illness.”

	
	
	Test 1.

	
	
	Formative life passages. 
Read GRS Ch. 6. 
Case: Lederman & Stewart, “No, everybody doesn’t: Changing mistaken notions of the extent of drinking on a college campus.”

	
	
	Formative life passages (cont’d). 
Case: Identity withheld, “Proud of the strength I had.”

	
	
	Sustaining and enduring life passages. 
Read GSR Ch. 7. 
Case: Braithwaite and Japp, “’They make us miserable in the name of helping us’: Communication of persons with visible and invisible disabilities.”

	
	
	Sustaining and enduring life passages (cont’d). 
Case: Pitts, Krieger, & Nussbaum, “Finding the right place: Social interaction and life transitions.” 
Ending life passages. 
Read GRS Ch. 8. 
Case: Thompson, “’But I don’t know what to say to her’: Communication with the terminally ill.”

	
	
	Ending life passages (cont’d). 
Case: Hullett, “Griving families: Social support after the death of a loved one.”

	
	
	Using and evaluating health information. 
Read GRS Ch. 9. 
Case: Cline and Young, “Direct marketing directs health care relationships? The role of direct-to-consumer advertising of prescription drugs.”

	
	
	Using and evaluating health information (cont’d). 
Case: Kreps, “Narrowing the digital divide to overcome disparities in care.” 
Navigating health care organizations. 
Read GRS Ch. 10. 
Case: Silk, “A treatment team approach: The negotiation of rehabilitation goals for survivors of traumatic brain injury.”

	
	
	Navigating health care organizations (cont’d). 
Case: Apker, “Role negotiation, stress, and burnout: A day in the life of ‘Supernurse.’”

	
	
	Empowering citizens and advocating issues. 
Read GSR Ch. 11. 
Case: Sharf, Haidet, & Kroll, “’I want you to put me in the grave with all my limbs’: The meaning of active health participation.”

	
	
	Veterans Day—OU closed

	
	
	Empowering citizens and advocating issues (cont’d). 
Case: Rintamaki and Brashers, “Social identity and stigma management for people living with HIV.”
Exam preview. Class wrap up and evaluation.

	
	
	Final exam begins at 10:10 a.m.
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