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NUTR SCI 375 - Introduction to Epidemiology 

3 Credits  
Spring 2020 Syllabus 

 
Instructional mode: Face-to-face. Class meets Tuesdays and Thursdays, 9:30-10:45am, in 3345 Engineering 
Hall. It will be taught as a blended learning class, with content and activities through Canvas in addition to 
classroom learning. 

 
Credit Hour Policy: This class meets for two, 75-minute class periods each week over the semester and 
carries the expectation that students will work on course learning activities (reading, writing, problem sets, 
and studying) for about 3 hours out of the classroom for every class period. 
 
Course Description: Provides undergraduate students of all disciplines with an introduction to the field of 
epidemiology. As the “detectives of public health,” epidemiologists investigate the causes of disease, track 
outbreaks, screen and monitor the health of populations, and design studies to track health over time. 
Epidemiological research is used to identify groups at-risk for disease, guide public health programs and 
policies and generate hypotheses about the causes of diseases which can inform further research. This course 
will also examine association and causality, study design, and limitations to epidemiological evidence, 
drawing from real examples, both current and historical. 
 
Course Outcomes:  
Through this course, students will be able to: 

1. Describe principles of epidemiology and its tools and methods 
2. Calculate basic epidemiological measures 
3. Identify types of epidemiological studies and assess strengths and weaknesses of different study 

designs 
4. Interpret and evaluate epidemiological evidence 
5. Connect epidemiology with its use in public and global health 
6. Explore how epidemiology is related to their field of interest or career path 

 
Assessments and Grading: 
Pre-class activities (15 points) 
These will include Canvas quizzes on readings (to evaluate students’ understanding of material, and practice 
answering questions similar to those that will be on the exams), discussion posts and other preparation for 
in-class activities and assignments.  
 
In-class participation (25 points) 
This will be based on answering questions through TopHat during lecture. There will be in-class activities such 
as individual, partner and small group work including calculating epi measures, interpreting data and 
reviewing case studies which may also contribute to the participation grade. In-class participation will be 
awarded for completion, not graded for correctness (in the case of TopHat questions for example). Please 
note that attendance will be taken at the beginning of each class. Failure to attend will result in the loss of all 
participation points for that class. Lecture slides will usually be available before or during class and will be 
posted on Canvas.  
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Assignments (45 points) 
There will be three graded assignments for this course, worth 15 points each. Assignment details and grading 
rubrics will be posted on Canvas. Late assignments will be penalized. 
 
Exams (65 points) 
There are 3 exams in this course. The first two exams each cover one unit and are worth 20 points each. The 
final exam is cumulative but will cover more material from the last unit and is worth 25 points. Please note 
that all exams will be taken on students’ laptops during class. Students are responsible for bringing a laptop 
to class to take the exams, or making prior accommodation arrangements with the instructors. 
 
Final grades will be based on the number of total points obtained (out of 150), as follows: 

138 – 150  A  
132 – 137.9  AB  
123 – 131.9  B  
117 – 122.9  BC  
105 – 116.9  C  
90 – 104.9  D  
< 90 points F  

 
Required Textbook and Other Course Materials: 

1. Textbook: Friis RH. Epidemiology 101: Essential Public Health Series, 2nd edition. Burlington, MA: Jones 
and Bartlett Publishers; 2018. ISBN-13: 9781284107852 
Navigate 2 Advantage Access: http://www.jblearning.com/catalog/9781284107852/  

2. TopHat software subscription: https://it.wisc.edu/services/top-hat/ 
3. Spreadsheet software (e.g. Google Sheets, MS Excel) 
4. Bring to class: Internet connected device (cellphone, laptop, tablet, etc), calculator (or you can use the 

one on your device) 
 
Instructors 
Corinne Engelman, MSPH, PhD 
Associate Professor, Director of Population Health and Epidemiology Graduate Programs  
Vice Chair, Department of Population Health Science 
UW School of Medicine and Public Health  
corinne.engelman@wisc.edu 
  
Paul Peppard, PhD 
Associate Professor, Department of Population Health Sciences 
UW School of Medicine and Public Health 
ppeppard@wisc.edu  
 
Devika Suri, MS, MPH 
Assistant Faculty Associate, Department of Nutritional Sciences  
Advisor, Undergraduate Certificate in Global Health  
UW College of Agriculture and Life Sciences 
dsuri@wisc.edu  
 
Office Hours 
Instructors will be available 20 min before class in 3345 Engineering Hall. If needed, further time can be 
made available after class or by appointment.  
 

http://www.jblearning.com/catalog/9781284107852/
https://it.wisc.edu/services/top-hat/
mailto:corinne.engelman@wisc.edu
mailto:ppeppard@wisc.edu
mailto:dsuri@wisc.edu
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Class Schedule 
Date Topic  Pre-Class Activities  In-Class Activities 

UNIT 1: FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPTS AND MEASURES 
Class 1  
(1/21) 

Course introduction (Suri) 
 
History, Philosophy, and Uses of Epidemiology Part 1 
(Peppard) 
• Defining epidemiology and epidemic 
• Descriptive and Analytic methods 
• Epidemiologic principles 

 

Pre-course survey 
 
Read Friis, Chapter 1  
 
Canvas quiz  
 
 

 

Class 2 
(1/23) 

History, Philosophy, and Uses of Epidemiology Part 2 
(Peppard) 
 

Read Chapter 1 and 
take quiz if you have 
not already 
 
 

 

Class 3  
(1/28) 

Epidemiology and Data Presentation Part 1 
(Peppard) 
• Basic biostatistics 
• Samples and sampling methods 
• Measures 
• Data presentation 
• Examples 

 

Read Friis, Chapter 2 
 
Canvas quiz (due by 
1/29, 11:59pm) 
 
 

Spreadsheet exercise 
for sampling, 
generating summary 
measures and data 
presentation 

Class 4  
(1/30) 

Epidemiology and Data Presentation Part 2 
(Peppard) 
 

Continue work on 
graphs and plots 
 

Spreadsheet exercise 
continued 

Class 5  
(2/4)  

Epidemiologic Measurements Used to Describe 
Disease Occurrence Part 1 (Suri) 
• Rates, proportions, incidence, prevalence 
• Measures of morbidity and mortality 
• Other measures: Age-specific rate, adjusted rates, 

etc 

Introduction of Assignment 1 

Read Friis, Chapter 3  
 
Canvas quiz (due by 
2/5, 11:59pm) 
 
 
 

Practice problems and 
discussion; “Why 
denominator is 
important” case study 

Class 6 
(2/6) 

Epidemiologic Measurements Used to Describe 
Disease Occurrence Part 2 (Suri) 
• Measures of natality: birth, fertility rates  
• Measures of mortality linked to natality: maternal 

mortality, infant mortality, etc  

Article TBD 
 

Figure interpretation 
in small groups; 
minute presentations/ 
pass a problem.  

Class 7 
(2/11) 

Descriptive Epidemiology: Patterns of Disease-
Person, Place, Time (Suri) 
• Defining descriptive epidemiology 
• Case reports, case series, cross-sectional studies 
• Person, place and time variables 

Read Friis, Chapter 5 
Canvas quiz (due by 
2/11, 11:59pm) 
 

Answer questions on 
graphs presented in 
class through TopHat. 
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Class 8 
(2/13) 

Data and Disease Occurrence Part 1 (Suri) 
• Big data 
• Sources of data 
• Quality of data 
• U.S. Census 

 

Read Friis, Chapter 4 
Canvas quiz (due by 
2/17, 11:59pm) 
 
 
 

Compare epi data 
from different sources 
 

 Assignment 1 DUE 2/16   
Class 9 
(2/18) 

Vital records - Data and Disease Occurrence Part 2 
(Maureen Durkin) 
• Public health surveillance systems 
• Case registries 
• NCHS 
• International data  

Discussion of Assignment 1 (Suri) 

Review for Exam (Suri) 

Read article TBD and 
make Canvas 
discussion post 
 
Muddiest point survey 

TBD  
 
Muddiest point 
discussion 

Class 10 
(2/20) 

Exam 1: Chapters 1 to 5 
REMEMBER TO BRING LAPTOP TO CLASS 

Unit 1 evaluation 
survey open 

 

UNIT 2: EPIDEMIOLOGIC STUDY DESIGNS AND INFERENCE 
Class 11 
(2/25) 

Association and Causality Part 1 (Peppard) 
• History 
• Deterministic and probabilistic causality in 

epidemiology 
• Epidemiologic research and search for 

associations 
• Types of associations  

Read Friis, Chapter 6 
 
Canvas quiz (due by 
2/26, 11:59pm) 
 

TopHat questions in 
class 

Class 12 
(2/27) 

Association and Causality Part 2 (Peppard) 
 

 
 

TBD 

Class 13 
(3/3) 

Analytic Epidemiology: Study Designs Part 1 (Suri) 
• Ecologic studies 
• Cross-sectional studies 
• Case-control studies 

Read Friis, Chapter 7,  
 
Canvas quiz (due by 
3/9, 11:59pm) 
 

TopHat questions in 
class 

Class 14 
(3/5) 

Analytic Epidemiology: Study Designs Part 2 (Suri) 
• Cohort studies 
• Experimental studies 
• Strengths and limitations of different designs 

 Designing a study for 
various scenarios 

Class 15 
(3/10) 

Analytic Epidemiology: Study Designs Part 3 (Suri) 
• Challenges to the validity to study designs 

 YES activity: 
Observational studies 
and bias in epi 

Class 16 
(3/12) 

Analytic Epidemiology: Study Designs Part 4 (Suri) 
• Challenges to the validity to study designs, con’t 

Case study reading TBD 

3/17 & 
3/19 

SPRING BREAK   



 
 
 

   
NS 379 – Intro to Epidemiology DRAFT Syllabus | Spring 2020 | Page 5 

 
 

Class 17 
(3/24) 

Smoking and lung cancer (Peppard) 
• Criteria for causality 
• Role of chance in associations 
• Example of applying causal criteria 

Review how to apply 
causal criteria to a 
research question 
 

Practice applying 
causal criteria. 

Class 18 
(3/26) 

Outcomes of chronic inadequate sleep (Peppard) 
• Case study 

Case study reading 
 
Mid-course survey 

Case study discussion. 
(Exit pass/TopHat) 

 Assignment 2 DUE 3/29   
Class 19 
(3/31) 

Epidemiology and the Policy Arena (Wajiha Akhtar) 
• Epidemiologists’ role in policy development 
• Policy and 10 essential public health services 
• What is health policy? 
• Decision analysis based on perceptions of risks 

and benefits 
• Examples of public health policies and laws 
• Ethics and epidemiology 

Discussion of Assignment 2 (Peppard) 
Review for Exam (Suri) 

Friis, Chapter 8 
 
Canvas quiz (due by 
4/1, 11:59pm) 
 
Muddiest point survey 

TopHat questions in 
class 
 
Muddiest point 
discussion 

Class 20 
(4/2) 

Exam 2: Chapters 6 to 8 
REMEMBER TO BRING LAPTOP TO CLASS 

  

UNIT 3: DISEASE INVESTIGATION, ADDITIONAL TYPES OF EPIDEMIOLOGY AND APPLICATIONS 
Class 21 
(4/7) 

Epidemiology and Screening for Disease Part 1 (Suri) 
• Overview of screening 
• Examples of screening tests 
• Screening and the natural history of disease 

Measures used in screening 

Read Friis, Chapter 9 
 
Canvas quiz (due by 
4/8, 11:59pm) 
 

TopHat questions in 
class 

Class 22 
(4/9) 

Epidemiology and Screening for Disease Part 2 (Suri) 
• Screening exercise 

TBD YES activity 

Class 23 
(4/14) 

Infectious Diseases and Outbreak Investigation Part 
1 (Ajay Sethi) 
• Terms used to describe infectious diseases 
• Agent-host-environment triangle 
• Infectious disease agents 
• Host characteristics 
• Environment and infectious diseases 
• Infectious disease agent transmission 
• Examples of significant infectious diseases 

Read Friis, Chapter 10 
 
Canvas quiz (due by 
4/15, 11:59pm) 
 

TBD 

Class 24 
(4/16) 

Infectious Diseases and Outbreak Investigation Part 
2 (Ajay Sethi) 
• Methods of outbreak investigation 
Assignment 3 introduction 

Case study reading Practice attack rate 
table and an epidemic 
curve  
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Class 25 
(4/21) 

Social and Behavioral Epidemiology (Engelman) 
• Defining social and behavioral epidemiology 
• Stress and health 
• Tobacco use, alcohol consumption 
• Substance abuse 
• Overweight and obesity 
• Psychiatric epidemiology and mental health 

Read Friis, Chapter 11 
 
Canvas quiz (due by 
4/22, 11:59pm) 
 
 

TBD 

Class 26 
(4/23) 

Special Epidemiologic Applications (Engelman) 
• Molecular and genetic epidemiology 
• Environmental epidemiology 
• Epidemiology and occupational health 
• Unintentional injuries 
• Other applications of epidemiology 

 

Read Friis, Chapter 12 
 
Canvas quiz (due by 
4/23, 11:59pm) 
 

TBD 

 Assignment 3 DUE 4/26   

Class 27 
(4/28) 

Careers, Graduate Programs and Post-Undergrad 
Opportunities in Epidemiology (Engelman) 

Discussion of Assignment 3  
Review for Exam (Suri) 

TBD 
 
Muddiest point survey 
 

Epi careers Q&A 
 
Muddiest point 
discussion 

Class 28 
(4/30) 

Cumulative Final Exam (Chapters 1 to 12) Complete post-course 
survey 
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Course Policies 
Attendance Policy: Attendance is expected in the lectures. Students are responsible for all information presented in 
the readings and lectures unless it is listed as optional. Students who request to be excused from a class must contact 
their TA in advance, and provide the reason (i.e., illness, religious observances, and academic or professional 
commitments).   

Class Meeting Cancellation Notices: Occasionally, severe weather, illness, or other circumstances may require 
cancellation of a class meeting. If this is so, students will be informed via an email notice sent to the class email list. It 
will be the responsibility of each class member to ensure that they check the email that they used for their course 
registration for such a message.  

Religious Reasonable Accommodation Policy: Every effort shall be made to reasonably and fairly accommodate all 
students who, because of religious obligations, have conflicts with scheduled exams, assignments, or required 
attendance, provided advance notification of the conflict is given.  Whenever possible, students should give at least 
one-week advance notice to request special accommodation.  

RULES, RIGHTS & RESPONSIBILITIES 
See the Guide’s Rules, Rights and Responsibilities 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 
By enrolling in this course, each student assumes the responsibilities of an active participant in UW-Madison’s 
community of scholars in which everyone’s academic work and behavior are held to the highest academic integrity 
standards. Academic misconduct compromises the integrity of the university. Cheating, fabrication, plagiarism, 
unauthorized collaboration, and helping others commit these acts are examples of academic misconduct, which can 
result in disciplinary action. This includes but is not limited to failure on the assignment/course, disciplinary probation, 
or suspension. Substantial or repeated cases of misconduct will be forwarded to the Office of Student Conduct & 
Community Standards for additional review. For more information, refer to 
https://conduct.students.wisc.edu/academic-integrity/ 

ACCOMMODATIONS FOR STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 
McBurney Disability Resource Center syllabus statement: “The University of Wisconsin-Madison supports the right of 
all enrolled students to a full and equal educational opportunity. The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), Wisconsin 
State Statute (36.12), and UW-Madison policy (Faculty Document 1071) require that students with disabilities be 
reasonably accommodated in instruction and campus life. Reasonable accommodations for students with disabilities 
is a shared faculty and student responsibility. Students are expected to inform faculty [me] of their need for 
instructional accommodations by the end of the third week of the semester, or as soon as possible after a disability 
has been incurred or recognized. Faculty [I], will work either directly with the student [you] or in coordination with the 
McBurney Center to identify and provide reasonable instructional accommodations. Disability information, including 
instructional accommodations as part of a student's educational record, is confidential and protected under FERPA.” 
http://mcburney.wisc.edu/facstaffother/faculty/syllabus.php 
 
DIVERSITY & INCLUSION 
Institutional statement on diversity: “Diversity is a source of strength, creativity, and innovation for UW-Madison. We 
value the contributions of each person and respect the profound ways their identity, culture, background, experience, 
status, abilities, and opinion enrich the university community. We commit ourselves to the pursuit of excellence in 
teaching, research, outreach, and diversity as inextricably linked goals. The University of Wisconsin-Madison fulfills its 
public mission by creating a welcoming and inclusive community for people from every background – people who as 
students, faculty, and staff serve Wisconsin and the world.” https://diversity.wisc.edu/  

https://conduct.students.wisc.edu/academic-integrity/
http://mcburney.wisc.edu/facstaffother/faculty/syllabus.php
https://diversity.wisc.edu/

