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Psychology 367 –Health Psychology 
Spring 2015                                                                                                                   MW 8-9:50 AM 

 

Instructor: Dr. Darby Saxbe, SGM 711, dsaxbe@usc.edu  

   Office Hours: Wednesdays 10-11:30 (advance appointment required) 

 

Texts:  Taylor, S. E.  (2012).  Health psychology (8th ed.).  New York:  McGraw-Hill. 

     Sapolsky, R. (2004). Why Don’t Zebras Get Ulcers? (3rd Edition). New York: W.H. Freeman 

     Selected articles (see below), to be uploaded to Blackboard 

 

Course Overview: Does stress make us sick? Why do people with more friends live longer? What links 

poverty with disease? Why is it so hard to lose weight and quit smoking? This course will help you 

find the answers to these questions and more by introducing you to the dynamic field of health 

psychology. Health psychology examines the bidirectional relationship between psychology and 

physical health. You will learn about how the mind and body interrelate, the mechanisms through 

which stress affects health, and how psychologists can intervene to help manage pain and cope with 

illness. You will also find out why zebras don’t get ulcers (hint: they don’t get stuck in traffic) and how 

to better manage your own health and happiness.  

 

This class is designed to orient you not only to research in this fast-growing area, but also to expose 

you to the practical applications of health psychology. I have invited a number of guest lecturers to 

help us go beyond the textbook and illustrate how health psychology can be used in clinical practice 

and in interdisciplinary research.  

 

Grading Breakdown 

Class Participation, In-Class Quizzes, and Guest Lecture Response Papers 35% 

Health Behavior Assignment 15% 

Midterm 25% 

Final 25% 

Optional 5% extra credit: JEP service learning project 

 

Class Participation and Quizzes: This is a lecture class, but because we are a small(ish) group, I will 

expect you to come to class prepared and ready to engage with the material (e.g., I may ask questions 

of the class and mix interactive and small group exercises into the lectures). If speaking in class is very 

challenging for you, come see me and we will work on this together. Also, there will be occasional 

(once or twice a month) 10-15 minute pop quizzes at the very beginning of class, so don’t be late!   

 

Guest Lectures and Response Papers: We have a number of guest lecturers joining the class during the 

semester to talk about current health psychology research and clinical applications, as well as 

interdisciplinary perspectives on health, stress, and disease. You will be expected to write a brief (1/2 

single-spaced page) response/review of each of these guest lectures. In this response, talk about what 

you found most interesting about the lecture and why, and how you might want to follow up on what 

you learned from the lecture through additional reading, research, or clinical experience. Papers will be 

due BEFORE 2pm on Wednesday (when the guest lecture is on a Monday) or 2pm on the following 

Monday (when the guest lecture is on a Wednesday). They can be turned in via email at 

uschealthpsych@gmail.com and will be graded on a pass/fail/extra credit basis. I may pass along your 

papers to the guest lecturer so please specify if you would prefer me not to share your work. If you 

know you will need to miss one of the guest lectures, please coordinate with me well in advance so I 

can give you an alternate assignment.  

 

mailto:dsaxbe@usc.edu
mailto:uschealthpsych@gmail.com
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Exams: There will be one midterm and a final, which will consist of short answer, multiple choice, and 

essay questions. Both exams will cover assigned readings as well as materials covered in lectures. The 

final is cumulative, although the focus will be on materials covered in the second half of class. We will 

hold an in-class review session in advance of both exams.   

 

Behavior Modification Assignment: You will conduct a four-week health behavior modification 

exercise and write about it. The assignment will be discussed in more detail in class, but will include 

picking a health behavior that you want to change (e.g., quitting smoking, cutting down on drinking, 

cutting out soda, eating more fruits and vegetables, exercising more, meditating or doing yoga, 

sleeping more) and keeping a journal of your progress.   

 

Community Outreach (JEP) Assignment: You will have the opportunity to work with the community 

surrounding USC as part of USC’s Joint Educational Project, USC’s service-learning program. You 

can receive 5% extra credit for doing this.  

 
Class Etiquette and Electronics Policy: This class is a no-phoning, texting, web-surfing, and 

Facebooking zone. If you need to make a call or check a message, you are welcome to go outside the 

classroom at any time. If you are on your phone or web-surfing throughout class (especially when 

guest speakers come to visit), you will incur my wrath (or at least my annoyance).   

 

Schedule of Topics 

Note: Expect these topics and dates to change a little as we move through the semester – I will try to 

tailor the lectures to your interests, and also expect some topics will take more or less time to cover. I 

will keep an updated syllabus on Blackboard and will give you a heads-up whenever our schedule 

changes.   

 

Dates   Topic       Reading 
 

Aug 24  Introduction to Health Psychology    Taylor, Ch. 1 

          (optional) Kosova & Wingert, 2009 

 

Aug 26  Systems of the Body     Taylor, Ch. 2 

              

Sept 2  How Does Stress Get Under the Skin?   Sapolsky, Ch. 1 & 2 

   

Sept 7  LABOR DAY (no class) 

 

Sept 9  Stress & Coping Continued    Taylor, Ch. 6-7 

 

Sept 14  Health Promotion and Health Behavior Change  Taylor, Ch. 3 

+ Introduction to behavior change assignment; Crocker, 2014* 

 start your journal     Jacobson, 2012* 

 

Sept 16           Eating, Dieting, and Stress     Davis, 1939* 

          Campos, 2013* 

           Wann, 2013* 

            

Sept 21     Health-Promoting Behaviors    Taylor, Ch. 4 

            Griswold, 2014* 
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Sept 23                Health-Compromising Behaviors    Taylor, Ch. 5 

 

Sept 28  Guest Lecture: Keely Muscatell, Ph.D  Muscatell & Eisenberger, 2012 

   Stress, Inflammation, & SES  

 

 

Sept 30  Close Relationships and Health    Sapolsky, Ch. 6;  

           Parker-Pope (2010)*  

 

Oct 5   Guest Visit: “Dirty Talk” & Sexual Health on Campus 

  Extra credit: go to one of the films shown at this Visions & Voices event & write a 

response paper:  
    http://visionsandvoices.usc.edu/true-tales-from-county-hospital-race-class-and-trauma-at-lacusc/ 

 

Oct 7  Psychoneuroimmunology & Midterm Review  Taylor, Ch. 14  

           Sapolsky, Ch. 8 

 

Oct 12     MIDTERM 

 

Oct 14      Guest Panel: Careers in Health and Wellness 

Carlin Daley (occupational therapist), Erika Hall (fitness coach and personal trainer), 

Kate Zachary (labor & delivery doula) 

 

Oct 19       Navigating the Medical System    Taylor, Ch. 8-9 

          Ofri, 2012*; 2014* 

  

 

Oct 21       The Experience and Management of Pain   Taylor, Ch. 10  

          Sapolsky, Ch. 9 

          Gounder, 2013* 

 

Oct 26 Coping with Chronic Illness      Taylor, Chapter 11 

           O’Rourke, 2013*  

 

Oct 28  Guest Lecture: Thalida “Em” Arpawong, Ph.D, MPH 

  Postdoctoral Fellow, USC Psychology Department 

  Psychological Growth and Resilience From Acute Stress 

 

Nov 2  Coping with Chronic Illness, cont.     

 

Nov 4      Guest Lecture: Glenn Fox, Ph.D 

  Postdoctoral Fellow, USC Brain & Creativity Institute 

Positive Psychology and Neuroscience 

 

 

Nov 9         Psychological Aspects of Specific Illnesses    Taylor, Chapter 13 
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Nov 11       Coping with Advancing and Terminal Illness  Taylor, Chapter 12 

             Guest Lecture: Megan Rosenbloom, Curator   Hayasaki, 2014* 

        Los Angeles Death Salon     

 

Nov 16       Guest Lecture: Adela Timmons, M.A. Timmons, Margolin, & Saxbe, 2015* 

  Doctoral Student, USC Psychology Department 

  Dating Aggression and Physiological Connectedness in Everyday Life. 

 

Nov 18       Guest Lecture: Janet Schneiderman, Ph.D 

  Research Associate Professor, USC School of Social Work 

  Pediatric Health Care for Children in the Child Welfare System 

  

Nov 23       Health & The SES Gradient     Sapolsky, Ch. 17       

           (Ch. 15, 2nd edition) 

           

Nov 25      NO CLASS (Thanksgiving) 

 

Nov 30     Health, Happiness, & Wellness  

 

Dec 2    Wrapping Up & Review for Final Exam 

 

 

*Supplementary Readings will be posted on Blackboard: 

 

Arpawong, et al. (2015). Post-traumatic growth, stressful life events, and relationships with substance 

use behaviors among alternative high school students: A prospective study. Psychology & Health,  

 

Barbor, C. (2001). The science of meditation. Psychology Today, May/June. 

 

Bornstein (2013). Medicine’s search for meaning. New York Times 

 

Davis, C.M. (1939). Results of the self-selection of diets of young children. Canadian Medical 

Association Journal, 41, 257-261 

 

Campos (2013). Our Absurd Fear of Fat. New York Times 

 

Crocker (2014). The Dangers of Superfoods. The Daily Beast 

 

Epel, E., Daubenmier, J., Moskowitz, J.T., Folkman, S., Blackburn, E. (2009). Can meditation slow 

rate of cellular aging? Cognitive stress, mindfulness, and telomeres. Annals of the New York Academy 

of Science 1172, 34-53.  

 

Gounder (2013). Who Is Responsible for the Pain-Pill Epidemic? The New Yorker 

 

Griswold (2014). Boston Doctors Can Now Prescribe You a Bike. Slate 

 

Hayasaki (2013). Death Is Having a Moment. The Atlantic Monthly 

 

Holzel et al. (2011). How does mindfulness meditation work? Proposing mechanisms of action from a 
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conceptual and neural perspective. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 6, 537-559 

 

Kosova, W., & Wingert, P. (2009). Live your best life ever! Newsweek, May 29. 

 

Jacobson (2012). Kale of Duty. Slate 

 

Muscatell, K., & Eisenberger, N.I. (2012). A Social Neuroscience Perspective on Stress and Health. 

Social Personality Psychology Compass, 6, 890-904.  

 

O’Rourke, M. (2013). What’s wrong with me? The New Yorker, August 26.  

 

Ofri (2014). Doctor Priorities vs. Patient Priorities. New York Times, Well column 

 

Ofri (2013). Uncertainty Is Hard for Doctors. New York Times, Well column  

 

Ofri (2012). When The Patient Is “Noncompliant.” New York Times, Well column 

 

Meyer (2014). To Remember A Lecture Better, Take Notes By Hand. Atlantic Monthly 

 

Muscatell & Eisenberger (2012). A Social Neuroscience Perspective on Stress and Health 

 

Parker-Pope, T. (2010). Is marriage good for your health? New York Times Magazine, April 14. 

 

Timmons, Margolin, & Saxbe (2015). Physiological linkage in couples and its  

implications for individual and interpersonal functioning: A review. Journal of Family Psychology 

 

Verjee (2014). CNN anchor battles her skin and wins. CNN Online 

 

Wann (2013). Big deal: You can be fat and fit. CNN Online 

 

Weil (2012) Puberty Before Age 10 - A New ‘Normal’? New York Times Magazine 

 
Statement for Students with Disabilities 

Any student requesting academic accommodations based on a disability is required to register with 

Disability Services and Programs (DSP) each semester. A letter of verification for approved 

accommodations can be obtained from DSP. Please be sure the letter is delivered to me (or to TA) as 

early in the semester as possible. DSP is located in STU 301 and is open 8:30 a.m.–5:00 p.m., Monday 

through Friday. The phone number for DSP is (213) 740-0776. 

 

Statement on Academic Integrity 

USC seeks to maintain an optimal learning environment. General principles of academic honesty 

include the concept of respect for the intellectual property of others, the expectation that individual 

work will be submitted unless otherwise allowed by an instructor, and the obligations both to protect 

one’s own academic work from misuse by others as well as to avoid using another’s work as one’s 

own. All students are expected to understand and abide by these principles. Scampus, the Student 

Guidebook, contains the Student Conduct Code in Section 11.00, while the recommended sanctions are 

located in Appendix A: http://www.usc.edu/dept/publications/SCAMPUS/gov/ 

Students will be referred to the Office of Student Judicial Affairs and Community Standards for further 

review, should there be any suspicion of academic dishonesty. The Review process can be found at: 

http://www.usc.edu/student-affairs/SJACS/   

http://www.usc.edu/student-affairs/SJACS/

