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Through discussions of the literature, inquiry-driven projects, 
and individual reflections, we will explore the concepts of 
‘sex’ and ‘gender’, and take a critical perspective on how the 
biological and social aspects of sex/gender affect health, 
health care, and health research. 
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By the end of this course, you should be able to: 
1. Articulate a nuanced understanding of the terms ‘sex’ 

and ‘gender’ based on relevant scholarship, and 
analyse discourses of sex/gender in health;

2. Discuss how sex functions as a biological determinant 
of health, how gender functions as a social 
determinant of health, and the complexity of the 
dynamic interactions between them;

3. Constructively critique health literature and policy 
using a sex/gender-based analytical framework;

4. Appropriately apply sex/gender considerations into 
research, practice, and policy in health contexts;

5. Show how you have developed your skills in (a) 
written and oral communication, (b) group and 
independent work, and (c) giving and receiving 
feedback.
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“Sex and gender influence our risk of developing certain 
diseases, how well we respond to medical treatments, and 

how often we seek health care. Did you know that in Canada, 
men typically die younger than women, yet more women than 

men struggle with chronic illnesses? Why? These are 
complicated questions. The more we understand how sex and 

gender affect health, the more we can improve health and 
wellbeing for everyone.” 

from the CIHR Institute of Gender & Health

The course breaks down into two halves, with different emphases and tasks: 

The first half of the course (prior to the February Reading Week) is the “Case Study” portion of 

the course.  In this half, we’ll be developing our concepts of sex and gender, building a conceptual 

framework for considering sex/gender in health contexts, and working through 3 major case 

studies together; at the same time, you will be working on a Case Study Project. 

 There will be required readings for most weeks in this half (normally 2 readings, one week with 3 

readings; you will usually get some choice about what you want to read).  

 For each of the 4 weeks with required readings, you must complete a Response Note in which you 

identify the key ideas or questions from the papers you read that you want to discuss in class.  

These Response Notes should be submitted on LearnLink before class starts.  

o More details on the Response Notes can be found in the Course Information folder on 

LearnLink. 

 During the first half of the course, you will be working in pairs on a Case Study Project, in which 

you will select your own topic to use as a case study where you explore a health topic using a 

sex/gender analysis.   

o You will prepare an infographic, an explanatory paper, and a reference list, and in the last 

class before Reading Week we will have an informal “Case Study Symposium” poster 

session where you can share your work with one another. 

o More details on the Case Study Project can be found in the Course Information folder on 

LearnLink. 

The second half of the course (after the February Reading Week) is the “Inquiry” portion of the 

course.  In this half, your principal focus will be a group Inquiry Project on a topic in sex/gender 



 

and health.  In class time, we will have guest speakers most weeks, and use the remainder of the 

time for work and consultations about the inquiry projects. 

 Most weeks in this half will not have required readings, except for one (Week 12).   

 In most weeks, we will have a guest speaker on some topic related to sex/gender and health.   

 The Inquiry Projects will be done in groups of 5.  As a group, you will identify a topic you want to 

work on, and decide on the form that project will take.  We will consult about how evaluation will 

work for each group, depending on the nature of the project and what the group wants to focus 

on. 
o In the last class, we will have an informal “Inquiry Symposium” in which you will share 

your work with one another. 
o More details about the Inquiry Project can be found in the Course Information folder on 

LearnLink. 

 In this half, for weeks 9-12 of the course, you must complete a Productive Confusion Note, in 

which you document the things you are confused about or finding challenging.  These Productive 

Confusion Notes should be submitted on LearnLink before class starts. 
o More details on the Productive Confusion Notes can be found in the Course Information 

folder on LearnLink. 

The week-by-week schedule for the course is available in the LearnLink Course Folder.  Each week 
of the course has its own document in which I have provided a summary of the class, the learning 
objectives for the week, any tasks you need to complete, a list of things to bring to class, 
information about the guest speaker (if applicable), and the required readings (if applicable).  The 
topics and main activities for each class are as follows: 

January 9 
 Course overview 

 Exploring concepts of sex and gender 

January 16 
 Further exploring concepts of sex and gender, applying them to 

health 

 Guest:  Denise Smith – searching for literature on sex/gender 

January 23 
 How do sex/gender factors influence heart disease? 

 Guest:  Catherine Kreatsoulas – current research on sex/gender 
and heart disease 

January 30  How do sex/gender factors influence allergy and asthma? 



 

February 6 
 How do sex/gender factors influence depression and anxiety? 

 Guest:  Irene Vitoroulis – sex/gender in immigrant/refugee 
mental health 

February 13  Informal poster session of case study projects 

February 20  No class 

February 27  Establish groups and explore possible topics for inquiry projects 

March 6 
 Guest: Sari van Anders – testosterone, hormones, and the 

steroid/peptide theory of social bonds 

 Inquiry work and consultations 

March 13 
 Guest:  Ellen Amster 

 Inquiry work and consultations 

March 20 
 Guest:  Cole Gately – Hamilton Trans Health Coalition 

 Inquiry work and consultations 

March 27 
 Discussion of how language and ideology influence our 

conceptualization of sex/gender 

 Inquiry work and consultations 

April 3 
 Informal presentations of the inquiry projects 

 Course wrap-up and evaluation 

 
 



 

Your grade in the course will be determined as follows: 

 infographic + explanatory paper + references 
 due date:  February 16, 5pm 

 the breakdown of the grade will be determined in consultation with 
the instructor as appropriate to the project and the group’s goals 

 due date:  April 6, 5pm 

 half of the grade is simply for handing them in on time; the other half 
is for their quality 

 due date:  weekly, before the start of class 

 a description of how your understandings of sex/gender have 
evolved over the semester, along with your reflections on the inquiry 
project  

 due date:  April 13, 5pm 

Detailed information about each of these requirements can be found in the Course Information Folder on 

LearnLink. 

Our curriculum platform for the course will be LearnLink.  You can access the course folder by 

navigating to: 

 

The required textbook is available at the bookstore: 

The remainder of the required readings are available electronically; links to the papers are 

provided in the LearnLink Week-by-Week guides.  For those papers available through the 



 

McMaster Library licenses, you need to either be connected to the MacSecure wireless network, 

use a McMaster secure proxy, or log in through the library website to access them. 

 

It is a very high priority for me that our learning spaces are positive, constructive spaces where 

we can explore and learn and grow together.  Every one of us is responsible for contributing to 

and sustaining that constructive environment.  Because this is so important to me, I’ve prepared 

quite a bit of information for you to read here about this, which we can also discuss in class.  

As a baseline standard, I expect everyone to conduct themselves in accordance with the relevant 

university policies on student responsibilities and professionalism.  If you haven’t already read 

these, please familiarize yourself with them here: 

 

 

However, I think we can do a lot better than the bare minimum!  Here are a few additional 

things I’d like you to consider in terms of how you engage in class:

Technology can be both a help and a hindrance in the classroom depending on how it is utilized.  

There are lots of ways to use technology productively in class, and I encourage these.  There are 

also lots of ways that technology can be distracting and impair our ability to 

be present and engaged with one another, and I discourage these.  In order 

to maximize the use of our time together please use the following 

guidelines: 

 Turn the ringers off on your cell phones during class time. 

 Limit your texting and other non-course activity to break times. 

 Using your phone, tablet, or laptop to take notes, access the curricular materials, 

search for resources, or view course-relevant materials during class time is cool; online 

shopping, browsing social media, streaming video, taking BuzzFeed quizzes, and the like, 

is not. 

I hope it’s obvious that overtly racist, sexist, homophobic, ableist, or other forms of oppressive 

language and conduct will not be tolerated.  I’d like to propose some additional parameters to 

make our shared learning environment a positive one, and to challenge us to reflect on the ways 

http://www.mcmaster.ca/policy/Students-AcademicStudies/Code_of_Student_Rights_and_Responsibilities.pdf
http://www.mcmaster.ca/policy/Students-AcademicStudies/Professional%20Code-Undergraduate.pdf


 

that we use language -- particularly in a course on sex and gender! -- and to engage in other 

practices that can promote a more equitable and inclusive learning space: 

  - Terms like “crazy”, “insane”, or “lame” are all forms of ableist 

language that many people use casually (myself included).  Many of these are in very 

common usage, and we may not realize we are using them or that they may be hurtful.  

As a group, I’d like for us to support one another in trying to eliminate our use of these 

kinds of terms by non-judgementally identifying when the terms are used so that we can 

work toward breaking our habits of using them.  If someone else identifies that you have 

used a term that could be problematic, I encourage you to try not to be defensive, and 

simply apologize and use another term.  This website has a good analysis and alternatives 

for some of these kinds of terms:  
 

 

 In a course about sex and gender, we are going to be reading lots 

of material that uses the terms “male”, “female”, “man”, “woman”, “boy”, “girl”, etc.  One 

of the things I hope to accomplish in this course is to unpack these terms, and recognize 

that these kinds of binary terms for sex/gender category gloss over many of the subtleties 

that are important to understanding how sex/gender influences health.  So although it is 

probably inevitable that we will use these terms (especially when discussing literature 

where these are the categories they’ve employed), it’s worth taking note of how we use 

them and the impact it has, and considering whether we might use more gender-inclusive 

terms where appropriate.   

 

A few ideas for alternatives to gendered language (thanks to GLAAD and their 

#beyondthebinary campaign for these examples): 

 

http://everydayfeminism.com/2015/08/alternatives-to-oppressive-language/


 

 

As we move through the course, I encourage us to experiment a bit with our language to 

try avoiding unnecessary binaries.  This will obviously be easier in written work than it will 

be in our spontaneous speech because these habits are so ingrained, but I think this 

course will be a good place to try some things out, even if they feel a bit strange or 

awkward at first.   

 

  - On that note, however, it is also important to show 

respect for one another by using preferred names and pronouns!  If your preferred name 

and pronoun are not the ones listed in Mosaic, please let me know and I will make sure 

to address you in the correct terms and I ask everyone else in the class to do so as well.  I 

myself will be trying to use gender-neutral pronouns in class (using “they/them” instead 

of “she/he” or “him/her”) or just names; at the same time, some of you may prefer that 

I use “she/her” or “he/him”, and if that’s the case for you please let me know! 

 

  - There is a lot of evidence in the literature indicating that people who occupy 

positions of social privilege along varying axes (gender, race, class, ability, 

to name a few) are more likely to speak in class, to be 

called upon by the instructor, and to spend more time 

speaking.  As the facilitator, I’m going to make a 

conscious effort to try and distribute opportunities for 

contribution to the discussion more equitably using a 

few specific techniques:  

o When opening up a discussion, I am not necessarily going to call on the first person 

to put their hand up.  In fact, I’m going to try to wait at least 3-5 seconds after 

asking for input before I call on anyone.  So if I don’t call on you right away, please 

be assured that I’m not ignoring you!  I’m just giving everyone a little time to 

formulate their thoughts. 

o I’m going to try to pay attention to who has spoken more and less, and use my 

power as the instructor to try and facilitate opportunities for all students to be 

active participants in the discussion.  So I will probably be actually keeping track 

of how often people speak and using this to determine who I will call on next in 

the discussion and prioritize people who haven’t spoken as much.  So please be 

patient! 

You can also contribute to this, both in the whole class discussions and in smaller groups.  

If you know that you’re a person who always/often has something to say and doesn’t 

hesitate to jump into the discussion, pay attention to how much air time you’re using and 



 

consider holding back sometimes.  On the other hand, if you know that you’re someone 

who tends to be more reluctant to participate, consider making a deliberate effort to 

speak up.  If you just find it really hard to speak in class, consider initiating a discussion in 

the LearnLink forum for the course.   

  - What about “safe space”?  I definitely think that our shared learning 

environment should be a place where we can exchange views respectfully even when we 

disagree, where we can experiment and make mistakes, and call each other out when 

necessary in supportive and constructive ways.  I think we should be sensitive and 

attentive to the sensibilities of others, recognizing that what we personally find offensive 

or difficult or challenging may be different from where others draw those lines.  We 

should be able to let others know when their words or actions are hurtful or 

problematic, and we should strive to non-defensively accept feedback from 

others that we may have been offensive even if that was not our intent.  If 

someone lets you know that you have crossed a line, seek to understand 

rather than to defend or explain.   

 

At the same time, I want to draw a distinction between “safe” and “comfortable”, 

because I think it’s important to recognize that discomfort is often important for learning 

and growth – sometimes it is important to be challenged in ways that don’t feel 

“comfortable”.  There is some grey area here of course, but in general I think a good 

guideline is that if something serves a legitimate educational purpose we can probably 

tolerate some discomfort.  This may not eliminate all potential disagreements, and at the 

end of the day if we can’t agree as to where the line should be drawn, as the instructor 

responsible for the course, I’ll be the final arbiter.   

 

In all cases, however, if you feel that you need to step out of the classroom because the 

space does not feel safe for you, please go ahead and do that…but please let me know 

that’s what’s happening so that I can check in with you!  I propose that we can signal each 

other – if you are stepping out of the classroom to go to the bathroom, take a phone call, 

or for some other non-worrisome reason, please give me a “thumbs-up” as you leave.  On 

the other hand, if you’re leaving because you’re having a hard time with something, 

please give me a “thumbs-down” as you leave and I’ll either come out to speak with you 

myself or ask Alice or Padmaja to touch base with you.  Deal? 

 



 

  – At some point it’s likely, and perhaps inevitable, that we’ll 

disagree with one another.  In fact, I hope we do because these are invaluable 

opportunities to learn from each other.  When we have a disagreement, it’s usually more 

fruitful to try and understand the origins of the disagreement than it is to try and convince 

the other person that you’re right.  As the facilitator, 

when I see disagreements arising, my approach will 

be to try and coach you into exploring the basis of 

your disagreement (for example, different 

underlying assumptions, commitments, or values).  

But I encourage you to proactively use this approach 

to disagreements and conflicts yourselves!  In an 

educational setting, there is more to gain from 

understanding someone else’s perspective than 

there is to winning an argument! 

 

This is a super long course outline, I know.  Sorry about that.  To reward you for reading 

all of this, if you include a funny cat picture with your first Response Note (due on January 

16) I’ll give you a bonus 1% to your final course grade.  Don’t tell your friends.  Make them 

do the work to get here.   

 

 

Academic integrity is a fundamental principle of good scholarship, and my expectation is that all 

students must conduct themselves accordingly.  Academic dishonesty includes behaviour such 

as: 

 plagiarism 

 submitting work that is not your own or that you have submitted for credit in another 

course without permission to do so 

 cheating by using unauthorized aids in tests or examinations 

 improper forms of collaboration 

 sabotaging others or attempting to create a disadvantage for others 

 improper collusion with others (eg. “I’ll give you a good peer evaluation if you give me 

one”).   

If you are considering engaging in conduct that you would prefer I didn’t know about, it’s 

probably some form of academic dishonesty – so just don’t do it.  If you have not already 

familiarized yourself with the University policy on Academic Integrity, you can review it here: 

https://www.mcmaster.ca/policy/Students-AcademicStudies/AcademicIntegrity.pdf


 

A couple of additional comments here about plagiarism, because it seems that many students 

don’t have a good idea of what plagiarism is.  From the University Policy above, plagiarism is 

defined as the submission of “academic work that has been, entirely or in part, copied from or 

written by another person without proper acknowledgement [emphasis mine], or, for which 

previous credit has been obtained.”  The element of ‘proper acknowledgement’ is absolutely 

crucial.  This means not only that you must cite the source of ideas or information that are not 

your own, but that you must do so in the proper way.   

Probably the most common form of plagiarism I have seen occurs when students use the exact 

words from another source, and cite the source of those words, but fail to indicate that the 

material is directly quoted by using appropriate textual cues (such as quotation marks, italics, or 

other formatting).  In these cases it is usually clear that the student didn’t intend to plagiarize – 

indeed, they even tell me where they plagiarized from with their citation – but that they did not 

realize that a direct quote (usually understood as any time you use more than 5 consecutive 

identical words from another source, as a general guideline) requires quotation marks.  This may 

be unintentional, but it is plagiarism nonetheless.   

If you are ever in doubt, consult one of many resources on the internet about how to cite 

material properly. 

Students who require academic accommodations should contact Student Accessibility Services 

(SAS) (x28652 or sas@mcmaster.ca).  The details of the University’s policy on Academic 

Accommodation of Students with Disabilities can be found here: 

You can also approach me individually or let me know on the ‘getting to know you sheets’ if there 

are any particular ways the course might need to be adjusted in order for you to fully participate. 

I impose deadlines principally as a mechanism to try and help you stay on track with your work 

and to help make my own workload more predictable.  However, I realize that at certain times of 

the semester things can get a little hairy and you might benefit from having some discretion in 

order to manage your workload.   

The impact of late submissions on the different evaluation components differs, and so my policy 

on late submission is different for each of them.  Details are included in the project descriptions 

on LearnLink.   

 

mailto:sas@mcmaster.ca
http://www.mcmaster.ca/policy/Students-AcademicStudies/AcademicAccommodation-StudentsWithDisabilities.pdf

