
University of Kansas Department of Health Policy & Management 
COURSE SYLLABUS  

 
WOMEN AND HEALTH CARE             Fall 2003 
Health Policy & Management 850 
Orr-Major 1010 – Tuesdays, 4:10-7pm 
Professor Mary Zimmerman 
Office Hours:  T/W 3-4, 4038 Varnes (KUMC) phone: 913-588-2688  

and by appt. 
Fax:  913-588-8236    E-mail: mzimmerman@ku.edu 
 

                                                     
Purpose of this course 
 
 This course offers a sociological and historical perspective on women’s health 
and health care, focusing predominantly on the United States but with some attention to 
international and global issues.  Students will receive an overview of the health status and 
major health problems of women with comparisons made among various groups of 
women and to the health of men. The central idea of the course, however, is to move 
beyond a description of specific health problems to critically analyze how women’s 
health problems develop, are perceived, and are responded to both medically and socially 
in contemporary society.  In this context, an important theoretical aspect of the course is 
the development of a socio-medical perspective on health and, specifically, the analysis 
of women’s health in relation to women’s lives and how these lived experiences are 
shaped by culture, social institutions and social policies.  A question of particular 
concern in this course is the extent to which women have agency in relation to their 
health, or whether women’s health is determined by forces outside individual control. 
 
Learning Objectives 
 
 1) Students will learn the basic epidemiologic patterns in women’s health, and will be 
able to understand the basic variations among diverse groups of women and to understand how 
patterns in women’s health compare to patterns in the health of men. 
 2) Students will understand the problems in accurately measuring women’s health status. 
 3) Students will learn the patterns in women’s use of health care (in the context of gender 
comparisons) and the factors that encourage and impede women’s access to health care services.   
 4) Students will study the cultural values, attitudes and behaviors that affect women’s 
current health and health practices, especially intersecting ideas about beauty, fitness and health. 
 5) Students will learn about the historical development of activism in relation to women’s 
health and the women’s health movement. 
 6) Students will study the social and health care policies of the U.S. as well as other 
countries in relation to the health and well-being of women.   In addition, they will be encouraged 
to think about these policies in terms of health care reform. 
 7) Students will learn about specific illnesses and health problems unique to women in 
various areas of women’s health.  For example: mental health (stress, substance abuse, eating 
disorders, pregnancy/post partum), contraception, abortion, cancer (breast, ObGyn), chronic pain 
and fatigue, auto-immune illnesses (MS, AIDS), infertility and reproductive technology, aging 
and disability, menopause, heart disease, osteoporosis, etc. 
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Required Texts 

1. Kathryn Strother Ratcliff.  2002.  Women and Health:  Power, Technology, 
Inequality, and Conflict in a Gendered World.  Boston: Allyn and Bacon.   
ISBN 0-205-30597-0 

2.   Carol Weisman.  1998.  Women’s Health Care: Activist Traditions and 
Institutional Change.  Johns Hopkins University Press.  ISBN 0-8018-5826-7 

 
Reserve Readings 
 On-line access to supplementary readings.  One hard copy of all supplementary 
readings will be available in Dykes Library. 
 
Evaluation 
 60%  Class Paper (1/4 oral presentation; 3/4 written paper) 
 30%  Article Analysis and Discussion*  
 10%  Class Participation/Comment Papers 
 100% 
*Discussion leaders prepare a one-page summary of the main points of their selection and five questions 
designed to generate discussion.  They present their summary and lead the discussion. 
 
 
Professional Conduct 

All relevant policies regarding academic integrity apply in this class.   In this 
class, unless otherwise specified, work should be an individual effort and the product of 
the individual alone. Work of others should be cited appropriately and consistently using 
standard citation guidelines. The issue of digital plagiarism has raised concerns about 
ethics, student writing experiences, and academic integrity.  KU subscribes to a digital 
plagiarism detection program, which may be used to check papers submitted in this 
course.  You may be asked to submit your papers in a digital format so that your paper 
can be checked against web pages and databases of existing papers.  Although you may 
never have engaged in intentional plagiarism, many students do incorporate sources 
without citations.  Please consider the use of the program as a learning tool for all of us.   
 
Accommodation for Students with Disabilities 
 Any student in this course who, because of a disability, needs an accommodation 
to complete course requirements should contact the instructor as well as the ADA/504 
Coordinator (913-588-7813 or 7960).   
 

                                                     
 
Class Schedule 

Reserve readings   Text readings 
 

Aug 26 Introduction 
  Overview of Women’s Health Status and Problems (handouts) 
   
Sept    2 Health status and health care from a gender perspective  
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 Zimmerman, “Health care as a gendered system”  and “Men, women, 
health and illness” 

   Lesley Doyal, “What makes women sick” (introduction) 
 
 
Sept 9 Historical introduction to women’s health and health care 
   Weisman, Women’s Health Care, Chapt. 1-2  
   Ratcliff, Chapt. 1-2  
  Key concepts in women’s health:  medicalization 
  
 
Sept 16 No class.   Field assignment:  mass media 
 
 
Sept 23 Beauty and/or health 
  Beauty Myth (Intro, Work and Violence chapters)  
  discussion leader  
  Ratcliff, Chapt. 8  

Ehrenreich and English, “Sexual Politics of Sickness”  
discussion leader  
 

 
Sept  30 Sex and reproductive health 
  Ratcliff, Chapt. 11-14 - discussion leaders 
  Video:  “Fire Eyes” (female circumcision/genital mutilation)   
  (comment paper) 
 
 
Oct 7 AIDS, gender dominance and inequality   
  Ratcliff, Chapt. 5 – discussion leader:  
  (AIDS) Selection from Gena Corea, The Invisible Epidemic 
  discussion leader  
  Video:  forced sex workers (comment paper) 
  
 
Oct 14 Patterns of health care use and delivery issues 

Weisman, Chapt 3-4  
Integrative paper due 

 
 
Oct 21 Chronic diseases and aging 
  Ratcliff, Chapt. 7, 9-10  

 Paula Lantz and Karen Booth, “The Social Construction of the Breast 
  Cancer Epidemic”  
 discussion leader  

 



 4

 
 
Oct 28 Paid and unpaid care work 
  Ratcliff, Chapt. 4  

 Zimmerman, “The Impact of Care Work on Mothers in Contrasting 
Welfare Regimes:  U.S. and Finland” and Litt and Zimmerman, 
“Global Perspectives on Gender and Care Work” 

 Guest speaker:  Husband and wife caregivers in Alzheimer’s Disease   
 

 
Nov 4 Women as health care consumers—activism, organization and policy 

  Weisman, Women’s Health Care, Chapt. 4-5  - discussion leaders  
 Thomas and Zimmerman,  “Hospital-Sponsored Women’s Health 

Centers” 
 
Nov 11,  Group presentations 
18, Dec 3, 10 
  Class papers due at the beginning of class on December 10 
 
 
 

Class paper guidelines 
 
Due:  December 10, 2003 
Length:  20 pages excluding bibliography 
Topic:  Any women’s health or health care topic, subject to instructor approval 
  
Your paper should include the following: 
 

1) A brief description of the medical nature of the problem, including the 
prognosis—that is, the likelihood of recovery, the chances of death or disability, 
etc—and the medical consequences for those affected.  If your paper concerns a 
health issue rather than a specific disease or condition, then you will be expected 
to discuss the origins of the issue and the various considerations and arguments 
involved with it. 

 
2) Some indication of the causes and risk factors, if known. 

 
 
3) Overall rates of frequency for the disease in the U.S. and some discussion of 

whether there are differences depending on age, race, socio-economic status and 
gender.   You can find some of this information  at the National Center for Health 
Statistics website:  www.cdc.gov/nchs/data. 

 
4) Information on whether all women have access to health care for this condition or 

problem.  Each paper should include the social/political issues connected to this 
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health problem and specifically address the issue of gender inequalities in health 
care.  Does gender inequality affect the causes, prevention, diagnosis, 
treatment/rehabilitation and research concerning this problem or condition?  If 
you are writing about an issue, then how does gender inequality affect this issue? 

 
 
5) Your bibliography should go beyond the required and recommended readings for 

this course.  Part of your grade will reflect your efforts to research your topic.  At 
the same time, you will be expected to integrate relevant course readings into your 
paper. 

 
6)   Paper format and style should conform to the departmental guidelines attached to  

your course syllabus 
 

 


