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JOURNALISM 72009 

FOLLOWI NG THE HEALTH CARE DOLLAR 
 

1:30 TO 4:20 pm Monday 
Instructor:  Trudy Lieberman 

SPRING 2008 
 

WELCOM E 
Welcome to your first course in the health and medicine reporting concentration.  In this class, you will 
learn how the U.S. health system works—who pays the bills, who benefits, who gets left out. You will 
understand the system’s complexities and be able to write interesting and understandable stories about it. 
This course will also give you the foundation for the next two courses.  This is an exciting time to study 
health care with the election approaching and prospects for reform in the next year or two.     
 
 
COURSE GOALS 

¥ To learn how the U.S. insurance system works 
¥ To learn how drug companies, hospitals, and doctors benefit  
¥ To report fairly and completely on health policy issues 
¥ To understand the health care safety net 
¥ To understand the politics of the election campaign and beyond 

 
  
INSTRUCTOR INFORMATION 
My office is on the fourth floor.  I am happy to work with you on any assignment and provide feedback on 
sources, reporting, and writing.  It is best to make an appointment given your busy schedules and mine.  I 
will meet with each of you individually at the beginning of the semester and after the midterm to discuss 
your goals, progress, summer prospects, and our ongoing projects. 

You can reach me by e mail or by phone: 
E mail:  trudyal530@aol.com or trudy.lieberman@journalism.cuny.edu 
Phone:   work:  646-758-7804 or home: 212-228-5725 

 
 
COURSE REQUIREM ENTS 

¥ WRITING/REPORTING ASSIGNM ENTS 
1.   Consumer story:   
      Insurance options for young adults   DUE: FEBRUARY 25 
 
2.   Health policy story:  
      Choice of:   1) political efforts in New York to provide universal health coverage 
                          2) how New Yorkers would fare under the candidates’ health    
                              proposals  

                                 3) examining how poor New Yorkers get dental care              
                          4) examining efforts in New York to require hospitals to display prices and  
                              discounts for charity care 
       5) the options for financing long-term care for the country   
                           DUE:   MARCH 17 
                     
 3.   Evaluation of drug company ads: 

You will examine drug ads on television for one week and present an interactive package 
critiquing the ads, looking at the medical evidence for the drug’s effectiveness, and giving advice 
to the public about whether to pay attention to the ad’s messages.  You can choose the TV outlet, 
the drug, and the pharmaceutical company.  Be prepared to present your project in class.  (Public 
health students may do this in pr int form.)  DUE:  MARCH 31 

   
4.  Diabetes project: 
      Notes , outlines, and some data from your team’s initial research on the your topic will be due            
 the end of the semester.  See syllabus section on diabetes project. 
 



 2 

Media Integration:  The consumer story can be done as print or interactive; the health policy story 
can be done as print or broadcast if the topic you choose lends itself to that medium. The ad evaluation 
will be done only as an interactive assignment.   

 
¥ IN-CLASS ASSIGNM ENTS 
1. Deconstruct two health policy stories, one print and the other broadcast or interactive.  Be 

prepared to discuss sources that were used, how the reporter got the story, other sources that could 
have been used.  How would you have done the story?    DUE:   FEBRUARY 25  

2. Examine quality indicators for your assigned nursing home and analyze for class discussion   
DUE:  MARCH  3 

 
¥ DIABETES PROJECT 

We will divide into three teams and over the next two semesters produce stories for the diabetes 
depth report and gather data to build our community interactive resource. Each team will work 
with me to develop topics for stories and the interactive site that will be at the forefront of 
community-based health reporting.  Our goal is to have some community data on the site by the 
end of 2008. 
    
This semester we will determine which stories we want to write and how we will do them.  We 
will begin doing the research this semester and complete the final story at the end of your last 
semester here.  I will also be looking for research assistants to do additional work during both 
semesters and over the summer. There’s a stipend available.  DUE:  May 5.  
     

¥ CLASS PARTICIPATION 
 

This is a seminar and you must do the readings and be prepared to discuss them in class.  I expect 
that you will keep up with the health care news during the campaign.  I suggest that you take notes 
on the readings, and I will call on everyone to be a discussion leader during the semester.  You can 
challenge the readings, disagree with them, and present your own points of view.  The goal is to 
have a lively discussion about one of the most important domestic issues facing America. 

 
Every few weeks, I will give quizzes that will count as part of your class participation grade.  
 

¥ FIELD TRIP WITH A VISITNG NURSE 
 
The Visiting Nurse Service of New York is letting each of you spend a day with a nurse on her 
rounds in New York City.  It is a great chance to learn about people who need health care.  
Spending the day with the nurse is in lieu of one class.  For this assignment, you will be expected 
to take notes and present your findings, observations, and story ideas to the class for discussion.  
You will NOT have to do a story based on your visits. 
 
Visits will take place between March 10 and April 11 and class discussion will be April 14. 

 
 
GRADES 
Here is how I will arrive at your final grade: 
 

¥ Consumer story                                15 percent 
¥ Health policy story                           15 percent 
¥ Drug ad story                                    15 percent 
¥ Diabetes assignments                       20 percent 
¥ Class participation                            25 percent 
¥ In-class assignments                         10 percent 

 
This semester, the emphasis on your work will be reporting.  That includes finding sources, interviewing, 
analyzing, and making judgments about your findings.  For the consumer, health policy, and drug ad story, 
60 percent of the grade will be based on reporting and 40 percent on writing and presentation in the various 
media you choose to work in.  I will give you written feedback on each of your assignments. 

 
Rewr iting   You can redo any of the assignments except the diabetes notes.  If your rewrite merits a higher 
grade, I will give you the higher grade.  The purpose is to improve your skills and to that end, rewriting is 
always necessary.  All rewrites are DUE NO LATER THAN May 5. 
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Midterm Evaluations     Midway through the semester I will give you written feedback about your 
performance highlighting strengths and where you want to work a little harder.  Any time you want to chat 
about your performance, I am available.  If something is bothering you, please don’t wait until the midterm 
evaluation to discuss it. 
 
Late papers    Assignments have been spaced out to give you plenty of time to complete them by the 
deadline.  Grades for late papers will be reduced by one-half a grade, so a B paper will receive a B-.  I will 
not grade any paper that is more than two weeks late.  This policy will be altered only in the case of 
extenuating circumstances to be discussed with me. 
 
Class attendance   You will be expected to attend every class for the entire three hours and be in class on 
time.  Often we will work in groups and have guest speakers.  We are a small class, and it is unfair to your 
fellow classmates and to our speakers to miss class. 
 
Use of laptops    Your laptops must be closed during class. Since it’s not possible for me to see if you are 
answering e mails or taking notes, they must be closed. Taking notes will have to be done the old-fashioned 
way.   
 
 
READINGS 
The only text you will need to buy is The Truth About the Drug Companies by Marcia Angell. You need to 
finish the book by March 24.  I also recommend that you buy The Health Writer’s Handbook by Barbara 
Gastel.  Chapters 1, 7, and 8 have been placed on electronic reserve, and I would like you to read them by 
February 11. (These readings are in the folder for class 1.)   
 
This syllabus lists most of the readings you will need.  I may add additional readings depending on the 
news.  All readings will be available electronically in folders corresponding to the class they are for.  For 
example, readings you will need for Class 4 listed on the syllabus as readings for this week, and they are 
labeled readings for Class 4 in the electronic file.  I have tried to vary the length of the readings so many 
are shorter newspaper articles.  It’s a good idea to take notes on the readings to help with class discussions 
and prepare you for quizzes. 
 
I will also bring in or send links to radio and TV pieces that are appropriate for discussion.  
 
 
WEEKLY TOPICS AND READINGS 

 
¥ Class 1 January 28:    Course overview;  how the health care system came to beÑ cur rent 

polit ics 
  

¥ Class 2 February 4:  Pr ivate insurance: pr inciples of r isk selection 
Readings for this class: 
Social Transformation, chapters 1 and 2 in Book 2 

 Shadow Welfare State, chapters 2 and 3 
One Nation Uninsured, chapter 2 
Consumer Reports series: “The Unraveling of Health Insurance” and “The Perils of Buying Your 
Own Policy” 
“Health Savings Plans Start to Falter,” Wall Street Journal 
Additional stories have been added on electronic reserve  
 

 In-class exercise: 
Would you buy a Tonik policy? 

 Examine underwriting manuals 
               How to write a consumer/insurance story 
              

¥ Class 3 February 11: Public insurance:  M edicare, Medicaid, and the safety net 
Readings for this class: 

              “The Privatization Scam” in The Nation 
             “Part D from Outer Space” in The Nation  

Commonwealth Fund Issue Brief   “The Role of States in Insuring Health and Health Care for 
Young Children” 
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“Second Class Medicine in Consumer Reports  
Read Medicaid information on the Kaiser Family Foundation website (kff.org) 

  
 SPEAKER TO BE ANNOUNCED 
 

For next week: 
 Bring to class two health policy stories, one print and one broadcast or interactive.  Deconstruct 
story--be prepared to discuss in class. 
 

¥ Class 4 February 25:   Are states the answer  for  the uninsured? 
Readings for this class: 
Please select and read three stories from The Tennessean on TennCare as if you were doing your 
own clip search before starting a story 

 “No Miracle in Massachusetts” Cato Institute 
 “No Rx in Massachusetts” in The Nation 
 “Mismanaged Care” in The Nation 

Commonwealth Fund Report:  “Federal Aid to State High Risk Pools:  Promoting Health 
Insurance Coverage or Providing Fiscal Relief” 
Los Angeles Times interview with Sheila Kuhl 

 Other California readings depending on the news 
 

Watch documentary:  Collateral Damage—Bad Medicine in Tennessee 
 
In class assignment:  
Deconstruct health policy stories 
 
FIRST WRITING ASSIGNM ENT DUE---CONSUM ER STORY    

  
¥ Class 5 March 3:   Paying for  and providing long-term care   

Readings for this class: 
Executive summary from long term care report from Georgetown Policy Center (you can read 
more if you wish)  
“Profits vs. Patients” available at www.consumerreports.org/nursing homes 
CMS 2567 Form 
Willow Tree Nursing Center Handout 
Chapters 3, 4, 5 in Growing Older in World Cities 

 
 SPEAKER TO BE ANNOUNCED 
           
 In class exercise:   

Present evaluations of nursing home indicators 
 

¥ Class 6  March 10:  Health care regulation and agency data bases  
Readings for this class: 
 “Did CDC Make Andrew Speaker a test case?”  The Atlanta-Journal Constitution 
“Eli Lilly Said To Play Down Risk of Top Pill” The New York Times 
“Heart Rhythm Society Commends CMS Expanded Coverage Decision” 
“Medicare Warily Eyes Treatment for Macular Degeneration” 
 “Drug Files Show Maker Promoted Unapproved Use” in The New York Times  
“Top Democrat Finds Efforts By the F.D.A. Have Plunged” in The New York Times 
“Report Criticizes Lack of FDA Oversight” in JAMA  
“Virulent Strain:  Inside FDA, a Battle Over Drug To Treat Darth Vader Bacteria” in The Wall 
Street Journal 
“Study Condemns F.D.A.’s Handling of Drug Safety” in The New York Times 

 Online Tools of the CDC 
 
SPEAKER:  Consuela Askew 
She will introduce regulatory agency data bases as resources for stories.   

 
 
 

¥ Class 7 March 17:  The employerÕs stake in health care    
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Readings for this class:  
“The Commercial Health Insurance Industry In An Era of Eroding Employer Coverage” in Health 
Affairs  
Excerpt from Back to the Future Health Benefits, Organized Labor and Universal Health Care by 
Marie Gottschalk 
“Disease Management:  Panacea, Another False Hope, or Something in Between?” in Annals of 
Family Medicine 
Other readings to be added 
 
In-class exercise: 
Discuss a story ideas gleaned from one of the data bases introduced by Consuela 

 
            SPEAKER TO BE ANNOUNCED  
 
            HEALTH POLICY STORY DUE 

            
¥ Class 8  March 24:  The pharmaceutical industry par t 1  

Readings for this class: 
Chapters 1,3,4,6,8 in Selling Sickness 

 “Bitter Pill” in Columbia Journalism Review 
“Giving Legs to Resless Legs:  A Case Study of How the Media Helps Make People Sick” in 
PLoS Medicine 
“Dangerous Devices” in Forbes 
“A State’s Files Put Doctors’ Ties To Drug Makers on Close View” in The New York Times 
All chapters in The Truth About the Drug Companies 
 
In class exercise: 
How to write about a new drug 
 

¥ Class 9 March 31:  The pharmaceutical industry par t 2  
Readings for this class: 
 “Open up NHS to our drug firms, White House demands” in The Guardian 
“Hundreds of unapproved drugs sold by prescription” in USA Today 
  
INTERACTIVE DRUG ASSIGNM ENT DUE    Students will present interactive drug 
packages 
 

¥ Class 10 Apr il 7:  Cover ing your  local hospital 
Readings for this class: 
King Drew series from The Los Angeles Time to be handed out 
“How to cover your local hospital handouts” from AHCJ 
“The Big Five Financial Documents to Review on Your Local Nonprofit Hospital” by Karl Stark 
Bond Prospectus from Temple University Hospital 
“The Epidemic” from the Columbia Journalism Review 
 
SPEAKER TO BE ANNOUNCNED 
 

¥ Class 11 Apr il 14:  Where the money f lows 
Readings for this class: 
Cases from the California Health Benefits Review Board (Not everyone will read every case)   
“Doctor’s note?  It might Cost You” in The Los Angeles Times 
“A Stubborn Case of Spending on Cancer Care” in The New York Times 
Kaiser Permanente paper:  More Rational Management of Medical Technology 
“Turf wars: physicians vs. physicians vs. hospitals from physician news.com  
Kaiser Family Foundation report:  Maternity Care and Consumer-Driven Health Plans 
 
In class exercise: 
Discussion of visits with nurses from VNS 
Work in teams to discuss California coverage cases 

 
¥ Class 12  Apr il 28:  The three Ms:  MRSA, medical er rors, and malpractice   

Readings for this class: 
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 “Plaintiffs Find Payday Elusive In Vioxx Suits” in The New York Times 
 “Urban Legends Hold Sway” in The Los Angeles Times 
 “Silence of the Experts” in Trial  

Handout:  Third Largest Nursing Home Verdict in U.S. History 
Handout:  “Caps” Don’t Work from the Center for Justice & Democracy 
Handout:  Tort Reforms are Unconstitutional from the Center for Justice & Democracy 
“Righting Wrongs: myths vs. facts in malpractice reform” in the AARP Bulletin 
Chapters  2, 3 in To Err is Human 
 

¥ Class 13  May 5:  Health care in other  countr ies    
 Readings for this class: 

Commonwealth Fund report on international comparisons 
Reading on health care in The Netherlands  
Chapter on France in Sick 
Chapters 3, 5, and 11 in Critical Challenges for Health Care Reform in Europe  

 
 REWRITES OF ALL ASSIGNM ENTS DUE 
 DIABETES NOTES DUE 
 

¥ Class 14:  May 12:  Where is the U.S. headed? 
 Readings for this class: 
 Chapters 5, 6, 7 in Second Opinion 
 Chapters in Who Killed Health Care? 

Commonwealth Fund report “Slowing the Growth of U.S. Health Care Expenditures:  What Are 
the Options?” 

 
 In class exercise: 
 Debate:  What should the U.S. should do? 
 
  


