HEALTH POLICY AND POLITICS 
Political Science 132

Spring 2002






Professor Jon Oberlander


Hamilton 452





    Office Hours: 2-4pm Thursday   
T/TH, 11:00-12:15PM





12-2pm Wednesday
                                                                                       E-mail: oberland@med.unc.edu
                                                                                            Tel: 843-8269(o), 968-8942(h) 







                     372 Wing D, Medical School










I.  Course Description

This course focuses on issues and political dynamics in American medical care.  We will explore how and why we developed a health care system that has been referred to as a paradox of excess and deprivation.  We will begin by examining the plight of the American uninsured and trends in health care spending.  We will then explore conflicts over government involvement in health care, including national health insurance, Medicare, and Medicaid.  We will highlight the failed attempt of the Clinton administration to enact universal health insurance in 1993 as a case study of the politics of health reform in the United States.  We will then contrast the American medical system with those in other industrial democracies, including Great Britain and Canada.  Next we will consider the ascendance of managed care in the United States, the politics of the backlash against HMOs and efforts to regulate managed care, and the question–unthinkable only a few years ago-- of whether we are already at the end of the managed care era.

II. Course Objectives

This seminar is intended to prepare students to participate as knowledgeable citizens in national health policy debates.  In particular, I hope that by the end of the course you will come away with a better understanding of:

1.  The history of American health policy  and how that history has shaped the current medical care system. 

2.  The politics of health care reform and how American political institutions, ideology, and interests have impacted the substance and process of health policymaking in this country.

3.  International health systems and the differences between these systems (such as Canada’s single-payer model) and the American approach.

4.  Recent changes in the health care system, including the rise of managed care, competition between health care insurers, and the implications of market reform for public programs.

5.  Current health policy debates, including the regulation of managed care, Medicare reform, and incremental approaches to covering the uninsured.

III.  Assigned Readings
1.   Laurie Kaye Abraham, Mama Might Be Better Off Dead (University of Chicago Press 1993)
2.   Paul Starr, The Social Transformation of American Medicine (Basic 1982) Book II only
3.   Theda Skocpol, Boomerang: Health Care Reform and the Turn Against Government (Norton 1997)

4.   Laurene Graig  Health of Nations : An International Perspectives on U.S. Health Care        Reform, 3rd ed. (Congressional Quarterly Books, 1999).          

5.  J.D. Kleinke, Oxymorons: The Myth of a U.S. Health Care System (Josey Bass 2001)

6.  Article reprints.

These books are to be read in the order assigned.  You should read one book approximately every 2-3 weeks.  Unlike other classes you have taken, this syllabus does not specifically assign readings for particular days, though occasionally I will announce in class that you should look at a particular chapter before the next session.  It is therefore your responsibility to keep up with the readings on a regular basis as the class moves to different subjects; I will announce when you should move on to the next reading.  The course sessions will cover some of the material in the books but will also deal with other material.  However, you are responsible for reading and thinking about the whole book.


In reading these books, I am not concerned that you memorize details.   Rather, you should focus on the big picture.  What is the author’s main argument?  What story is s/he trying to tell? What are the main themes of the book?  What are the implications for health policy of these arguments and themes?  Is the argument convincing and does the author present compelling evidence?  What can we learn from this book about the health system and American politics?  These are the sorts of questions you should be asking yourself as you read.  

In order to help you focus on critical issues in reading these books, I will post reading guides on my web site.  These are not comprehensive reviews of the books but they will provide a sort of intellectual road-map for you to navigate the readings. I strongly recommend that you take notes on the readings and that you get together in small groups to talk about them.

IV.  Course Topics

1.  Why does the U.S. have the most expensive health care system in the world yet leaves over 40 million Americans without health insurance and therefore no guaranteed access to medical care at the time of need?

2.  Why has every effort in the past 100 years to establish national health insurance in the United States failed politically?

3.  What can we learn about the politics of health reform from the effort of the Clinton administration to adopt universal health insurance in 1993-1994?

4.  What is the current state and future prospects for reform of public health insurance programs (Medicare and Medicaid)?

5.  What can other countries’ experiences, such as Canada and Britain, tell us about the organization, delivery, and financing of medical care in ways that differ from the American model?

6.  What are the implications of the spread of managed care for patients, providers, and society?  

7.  What is the political significance of the managed care backlash, including debates over laws regulating HMOs,  and is the era of managed care already over?

8.  What’s next for the American health system and for health reform?

V.  Course Requirements, Exams and Grading
There will be 3 take-home exams (30% each).   Late papers will be penalized one letter grade for each additional day after the due date.    If there is a unexpected event, such as illness, or another compelling reason why you cannot turn in the paper on time, you must speak with me beforehand to get clearance.  The remaining 10% of your grade will be determined by your participation in the class and non-graded position papers.

All take-home exams must be typed and each one will cover the material you have read, including books and article reprints, documentaries that you have seen, and issues that we have discussed in class.  When you submit your answer, be sure that your paper has a title page with your name; your name should not appear anywhere else on the exam.  On the day that the exam is due, there will be class.   





Because you have maximum control over the examination process you will be held to very high standards of performance.  The evaluation of your answer will consider not only how well you have integrated the different materials relevant to the question, but also the quality of the presentation of that material.  At the end of the syllabus, there is a list of writing skills criteria that I will use in assigning a grade to your exam.  Well-developed writing is one of the most important skills you will need to be successful regardless of what career you choose to pursue.  This course will give you ample opportunity to develop these skills.  It will also require that you demonstrate mastery of those skills.

I encourage you to form study groups to discuss the readings and what is going on in class.  However, once the take home exam is assigned you are to write your own essay and not discuss the exam with others in class.  If you have any questions, you may discuss them with me.

Before submitting your answer, you should give a draft of your paper to someone who is not in the course (or  students in the course if the former is not possible).  Ask them to read and tell you if it is clear, concise, well organized, and well written.  If you experience any difficulties in writing your paper, we encourage you to take drafts of your essay to the Writing Center.

VII.  Grade Appeal Policy
I take the evaluation and grading of your exams very seriously.  I read each exam at least 2 times before assigning a final grade to it.  Since all exams are responses to broad and complex essay questions, there is no one correct answer.

In arriving at a grade for a particular essay, I use what is referred to as peer reference norm grading.  I compare your essay to those essays of students in the class which I believe to represent excellence, both in the content of their essay and the presentation of that content.  I reproduce an anonymous copy of one of these excellent essays which is attached to every students’ exam when they are returned.  If you are dissatisfied with your grade and feel an academic injustice has been done, you should do the following:

1.  Read the comments at the end of your essay which explain why you received the grade on your paper and reread your essay with these comments in mind.

2.  Read the attached anonymous essay and compare it to your own essay.

3.  If you have completed the above steps, but still feel you wish your exam to be reread, write a maximum one page explanation of why you feel your exam deserves a higher grade; attach it to your essay, and give a copy to me at the beginning or end of class.

4.  Allow at least one week  for me to reread your exam and explanation and then come see one of us during office hours or by appointment.

Since this will be an additional time I am reading your essay, I reserve the right to leave the grade unchanged; to increase the grade; or to decrease the grade.

This system is designed to minimize frivolous grade appeals and to ensure that you have

carefully examined and reflected on the quality of your work before deciding to initiate a grade appeal. 

VIII.  Class Attendance and Participation

This class emphasizes active learning with a high level of class discussion.  Student participation is critical to the course and I encourage you to ask questions and get involved in class discussions.  Some of the material we cover in this course will be challenging.  It is imperative that when you are not sure you understand a particular concept, to bring this to my attention, either in class discussions, or by talking with me during office hours, or through e-mail.  Please do not hesitate to raise these issues.  Though I will strive to clarify material as much as possible, the American health system is very complex and quite often defies common sense, so if you are confused, I guarantee that many of your classmates and probably most of the American population are as well, and we would therefore greatly benefit from your question.   

Coming to class is a requirement.  If you feel that you are unable or unwilling to be present at every class meeting, (except for compelling and verifiable reasons) or are unable or unwilling to actively contribute to class discussions, you should drop this course immediately.  Students who chronically miss class will be penalized two course letter grades.

IX.  Position Papers

From time to time, you will be assigned a two-page maximum position paper that you will be asked to submit the following class meeting.  The purpose of such position papers is to prepare you for participation in class discussions.  Since I never know exactly when I will assign these papers, it is your responsibility to contact a student on the class roster to learn if a paper is due and what the question is in the event that you miss class.  These are required but non-graded papers.  I want to know what you believe and not what you think I believe. 
X.  Class Roster
On Thursday, January 17, you will also be required to bring in on that day a photo with your name printed on the back.  Any photo will do as long as it includes a clear and reasonably proximate resemblance of your face. Submission of a photo on January 17 is a course requirement.

You will be asked to fill out an information index card.  Some of the data requested are your name, phone number, and email address.  When I have collected these cards, a class roster with everyone’s name will be made and distributed to you.  The purpose of this roster is to allow you, should you desire, to contact other class members to discuss course readings.  As we have already stated, we both approve of and encourage peer collaboration. You may learn as much from each other as you learn from us.  If, for any reason, you do not wish to be included on this roster, please indicate this when you fill out the card. 

Hints for Writing an Excellent Essay

1.  Read the question carefully and answer what is asked.  Do not revise or reinterpret the question.




2.  Before writing, organize your thoughts and then organize your paper so that it flows well and moves along with purpose and logic.

3.  Do no waste space by restating in the opening and closing paragraphs of your essay the question that was asked.  Begin your argument immediately.   
4.  Avoid redundancy and making the same point over and over again.  State your point   

once in clear and concise language and move on to the next point.  

5.  Develop your arguments, merely stating opinions is not enough.  Support your points with evidence, thought, and analysis.

6.  Do not write long, awkward sentences.  

7.  Pay attention to paragraphs and smooth transitions.  Do not write 2-3 page paragraphs.  Start a new paragraph when you start a new part of your argument.

8.  Make sure the vocabulary that you use is appropriate and states correctly what you want to say.

9.  Do a spelling check to ensure that all words are spelled correctly.

10.  Carefully proofread your final draft to ensure that there are no typographical errors, then have someone not in the class proofread it.
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