
 

FYS GEOG 52 

Political Ecology of Health and Disease 

 

Fall 2026 Class meets:   

Tuesdays and Thursdays 2-3:15pm  

Classroom: Carolina Hall 204 

Instructor: Michael Emch  

Email: emch@unc.edu   

Office hours: Tuesdays and Thursdays 3:30-4:30pm or by appointment 
Office: Carolina Hall Room 304. Please set up appointment via email to book time 
 

Course Description: 

This course examines the ecology of infectious diseases including environmental and anthropogenic drivers of 

those diseases. Using diverse scholarly perspectives, we will focus on several diseases including COVID-19, 

malaria, cholera, Ebola, and HIV/AIDS. The biophysical and evolutionary drivers of diseases will be examined 

as well as the political, economic, social, and environmental systems that shape health and disease across space 

and time. A political ecological framework is used to examine such topics as how political forces and economic 

interests help shape disease distributions and transmission. We will also examine how emerging infectious 

diseases such as COVID-19 spread through populations and how public health efforts and geographical and 

epidemiological modelling and analyses can be used to predict and limit their spread.  

 

Use of Generative AI in GEOG 52 

Generative AI tools (e.g., ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini, Copilot, Perplexity) are becoming important tools for 

learning, research, and professional work. In this course, students are encouraged to use AI thoughtfully and 

responsibly. The goal is not to prohibit AI use, but rather to develop the critical thinking skills necessary to use 

AI effectively while maintaining intellectual independence. Students are responsible for all work submitted in 

this course, regardless of whether AI was used in producing it. Any factual errors, misinterpretations, fabricated 

references, or weak arguments generated by AI remain the responsibility of the student. 

 

The purpose of this course is to develop your ability to: 

• Think critically about health, disease, ecology, and society. 

• Evaluate evidence. 

• Construct your own arguments. 

• Communicate ideas clearly in writing and discussion. 

• Develop original questions and insights. 

AI may assist these activities, but it should not replace them. 

 

AI Traffic-Light System 

Assignments and in class work will use the following categories: 

 

   Green (AI Encouraged) 

• AI may be used freely. 

• Students remain responsible for accuracy and quality. 

• AI use should be acknowledged. 

   Yellow (AI as a Tutor) 

• AI may be used to brainstorm, explain difficult concepts, identify counterarguments, improve 

organization, or provide writing feedback. 

• AI should not write substantial portions of the submitted work. 

• Students should generate the core ideas, interpretations, and conclusions themselves. 

   Red (Independent Thinking Required) 



• AI may be used only for grammar checking and minor editing. 

• All substantive ideas and writing must be created by the student. 

 

Unless otherwise indicated, course reflections are Yellow, classroom exercises are Yellow, discussion 

leadership is Yellow, and the final project is Yellow.  All assignments must include a statement of how you 

used AI and if you didn’t use it then say that.  

 

Class Activities, Reading Reflections, and Exercises 

This is a seminar and thus it is designed to be interactive; it is not a lecture class. Class time will be comprised 

of different activities including discussions of readings/podcasts and working in groups on exercises focused on 

the ecology of health and disease. The readings are on Canvas under Files/Readings and other materials such as 

podcasts and newspaper articles are linked to the schedule below. Most weeks we will discuss course materials 

on Tuesdays and do other class activities on Thursdays. The general rule in this class is that whenever you read 

something or do something you will write something and hand it in. You’ll do reading reflections each week.  

The reflections should be at least ¾ page, typed in 12-point font, and single-spaced (minimum 500 words).   

 

Weekly Reading Reflections 

Each week students will submit a minimum 500-word reflection before class. 

The reflection should include: 

Part 1: Key Insights (150–200 words) 

Identify 2–3 important ideas from the assigned materials. 

Part 2: Critical Analysis (200–250 words) 

Explain: 

• What surprised you? 

• What argument seemed strongest? 

• What evidence was weakest? 

• What questions remain unanswered? 

Part 3: Connection (100–150 words) 

Connect the week's materials to: 

• another reading, 

• a current event, 

• a personal observation, 

• or another disease case discussed in class. 

Part 4: AI Reflection (brief) 

If AI was used, include 2–3 sentences describing: 

• how it was used, 

• what it helped with, 

• and what you rejected or revised. 

Example: 

I used CoPilot to help me understand the distinction between disease ecology and political ecology. The 

explanation helped clarify the concepts, but I rewrote the explanation in my own words and chose not to use 

several examples suggested by the system because they did not fit the assigned readings. 

 

This makes AI use visible and reflective. 

 

Submit the reading reflections on Canvas Assignments for a particular week before class on Tuesday and be 

ready to discuss the material. Submit the reading reflections each week using the schedule below even if we get 

behind on the discussion.  

 

We will also do class exercises in groups during the class, usually on Thursdays. While you will work with 

other students on the exercises, each student will upload the exercise deliverables separately to their individual 



Canvas Assignments. The class will be interactive, so everyone needs to come prepared to contribute each day 

and be ready to participate in the class discussions and activities.  

 

Unless otherwise instructed, please put your devices away (i.e., computers, phones, tablets, smart watches, 

etc.) and silence them before you store them so you can be focused on the class activities.  

 

Discussion Lead 

All students will help lead the class discussion for one class period during the semester, usually two students 

who work together. The discussion leader schedule will be created the first week of class and will be posted on 

Canvas/Files. The discussion leaders will give a short Powerpoint presentation summarizing the material for the 

day at the beginning of the class (no more than 10 minutes). The discussion leaders will organize the rest of the 

class period by developing 3-4 discussion questions. The students jointly leading the discussion on a particular 

day should work together outside of class to prepare the discussion materials. The instructor will supplement the 

discussion leaders’ questions with additional discussion questions. The point of the discussion is to have the 

class think more deeply about the materials that all students should have read/listened to/watched before the 

class period.  

 

Discussion leaders may use AI to generate ideas for discussion questions, identify themes, or suggest 

connections among readings. However, discussion leaders must submit (1) their final discussion questions, (2) 

one AI-generated discussion question that they chose not to use, (3) a brief explanation of why their final 

questions are stronger. This list of discussion questions and description should be submitted to Canvas 

Assignments/ Discussion Lead along with the Powerpoint presentation at least one hour before the class that 

they are leading.   

 

Final Project and Presentation 

Each student will conduct a disease ecology case study on one of the five diseases we focus on in this class: 

COVID-19, cholera, malaria, Ebola, or HIV/AIDS. The course materials provide a context for understanding 

the ecology of each of these diseases. You are to focus on either downstream ecological factors or upstream 

political and/or economic forces that are driving disease distributions and transmission. You should use the 

knowledge you acquire in the class discussions, readings, podcasts, and other materials and activities as well as 

other papers that you identify through a literature review that you will conduct with help from our UNC 

librarians. You’ll need to find at least five external sources that you’ll cite as part of your project. They should 

be evidenced-based sources such as empirical journal articles. The deliverable is a digital Powerpoint 

presentation that you will present in class and that you will submit on Canvas Assignments/ Final Project. 

Presentations will be during the exam period and because all students will present during this three-hour period, 

they are limited to five minutes, and we’ll also have a bit of time for questions for each speaker. You should 

thus practice your talk and time yourself to ensure your presentation is polished and it does not go over five 

minutes. Your presentation should start with a research question that you answer by interrogating the literature 

that you cite.  You could, but are not required to, describe how your case study fits within the “Triangle of 

Human Ecology” framework, which we’ll read about and discuss in class. You might also include a slide or two 

with background describing why the topic you’ve chosen is important. You should include a slide with findings 

from the cited sources and also a slide with your main conclusions.  The last slide should be a list of the 

references you cited. The UNC library put together some resources for this class that are here:  

guides.lib.unc.edu/geog052.  

 

Final Project AI Requirement 

Students may use AI tools to assist with: 

• brainstorming research questions, 

• identifying relevant search terms, 

• refining presentation structure, 

• improving writing and presentation quality. 

Students may not cite AI as a scholarly source. 

https://guides.lib.unc.edu/geog052


All claims must be supported by credible scholarly or governmental sources. 

 

 

AI Appendix Slide (Required) 

Include one final slide titled: "AI Use and Reflection" 

Briefly describe: 

• How AI was used. 

• Which outputs were useful. 

• What information was inaccurate, incomplete, or misleading. 

• What human decisions were necessary to complete the project. 

 

Attendance 

Attendance will be taken each day. If you miss class, then do a makeup assignment for that day. There is a 

document on Canvas/Files called “Makeup Assignment For Missed Classes” please read it if you miss class for 

any reason during the semester.  There is no difference between an excused absence and an unexcused absence.  

You must complete the makeup assignment in either case. Hand in makeup assignment within a week of being 

absent.  

 

Grading   

The course grade is based on the following activities: 

 

• Weekly reading/podcast reflections 20% (13 items divided equally) 

• Discussion lead 7.5% (Powerpoint presentation, Powerpoint Canvas and narrative description) 

• Class participation 7.5% (you must take part in the class discussions weekly) 

• Classroom exercise outputs 35% (9 exercises divided equally) 

• Final project and presentation: 30%  

 

The grading scale is: A 93-100, A- 90-92.99, B+ 87-89.99, B 83-86.99, B- 80-82.99, C+ 77-79.99, C 73-76.99, 

C- 70-72.99, D+ 67-69.99, D 63-66.99, D- 60-62.99, F below 60.  

 

AI may help you gather, organize, and challenge ideas, but the intellectual work of interpretation, critique, and 

argumentation remains yours. The goal is to the balance between embracing AI and preserving deep learning. 

Therefore, grades for all assignments will emphasize: 

• originality, 

• critical analysis, 

• synthesis across sources, 

• quality of evidence, 

• and depth of reflection. 

Grades will not be based primarily on polished prose alone. Students who rely heavily on AI-generated 

summaries without demonstrating independent analysis should expect lower grades than students who engage 

deeply and critically with the material. 

 

It’s important that you keep up with the material so you can actively take part in the class discussions and 

classroom group exercises which build on previous exercises and readings. You must therefore hand in the 

assignments including the reading reflections on time. If you hand in deliverables late, including reading 

reflections, then 10% will be deducted each week they are late. All deliverables must be uploaded to Canvas on 

Tuesday before class; the time that each item is uploaded is logged on the instructor Canvas account. It is also 

important that all students hand in all assignments and for each assignment that you do not hand in, whether it is 

a reading reflection, exercise, or make up assignment 3% will be deducted from your final grade for each 

assignment you don’t turn in. There is thus a lot of incentive to hand in all assignments in this class. 

 



Schedule 

Topics are listed in bold, materials are what you should read/watch/listen to each week before class on Tuesday 

and submit a reading reflection on that material before class. We will be discussing the material usually on 

Tuesdays. Activities are what we will be doing in class that week beyond discussing the materials, usually on 

Thursday. The due dates for deliverables usually due Tuesday before class and are listed on Canvas 

Assignments. 

 

Week: Dates   Topics, Materials, and Activities 

Week 1: Aug 18 

and 20 

 

Introduction 

Activities 

Ice breaker and meet class members 

Goals of the class and introduction 

Create class discussion lead schedule (the schedule will be posted on Canvas 

under files) 

 

Materials  

Read the course syllabus in detail and explore the course Canvas site 

Week 2: Aug 25 

and 27 

    

  

Emerging Infectious Diseases 

Materials 

Emch, Root, Carrel Book Chapter 7 (pages 254-269) 

Discussion Lead: Mike 

 

Deliverables (Reading reflections usually due Tuesdays and exercises usually due 

on Thursdays- check Canvas calendar, e.g. Week 2 reading reflection is due 

Tuesday before class) 

 

Week 3: Sep 1 

and 3 

Ebola ecology 

Materials 

Ebola Virus Explained  

Ebola 2026 NEJM paper (Bundibugyo Virus Disease in 2026) 

 

Activities 

Exercise 1: Emerging diseases 

Week 4: Sep 8 

and 10 

Ecology of Health and Disease 

Materials 

Emch, Root, Carrel Book Chapter 2 (pages 29-54) 

 

Activities 

Exercise 2: Ebola ecology 

Week 5: Sep 15 

and 17  

 

 

 

Expanding Disease Ecology  

Materials 

Emch, Root, Carrel Book Chapter 3 (pages 76-93 & 109-118) 

 

Activities 

Exercise 3: Disease ecology project ideas 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mcy6kzEbrJY


Week 6:  Sep 22 

and 24 

 

COVID-19 Ecology 

Materials 

COVID-19 biology with Ralph Baric- Watch first 36 minutes 

COVID-19 in Africa Podcast 

 

Activities 

Exercise 4: Political ecology of disease project ideas  

Week 7: Sep 29 

and Oct 1 

 

COVID-19 Ecology 

Materials 

Worobey et al. 2022 paper (on Canvas) 

COVID-19 Origins 

 

Activities 

Meeting with UNC library staff 

Exercise 5: Using the library to conduct a literature review 

Week 8: Oct 8 

No class Oct 6 

Wellbeing Day 

Cholera ecology 

Materials 

NY Times article on cholera vaccine  

Online article: Cholera 101  

 

Week 9: Oct 13  

No class Oct 15 

Fall Break 

Cholera ecology 

Activities 

Exercise 6: COVID-19 ecology 

Week 10: Oct 20 

and 22 

Cholera ecology 

Materials  

Ali et al. cholera vaccine paper 

 

Activities 

Exercise 7: Cholera ecology 

 

Week 11: Oct 27 

and 29  

Malaria ecology 

Materials 

Malaria Background- CDC 

The Winged Scourge. Disney 1943. 

 

Activities 

Exercise 8: Malaria ecology 

Week 12: Nov 3 

and 5 

 

 

 

Malaria ecology 

Materials 

Spatio-temporal patterns of malaria 

 

Activities 

Exercise 8: Malaria ecology 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BE_H7dTqJXU
https://soundcloud.com/user-558786382/viewpoints-on-resilient-equitable-responses-to-the-pandemic-michael-emch-covid-africa
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-01529-3
http://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/06/health/cholera-vaccine-bangladesh.html?_r=0
http://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2016/11/04/500664156/cholera-101-why-an-ancient-disease-keeps-on-haunting-us
https://www.cdc.gov/malaria/about/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y68F8YwLWdg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bly9yN7tjDU


Week 13:  Nov 

10 and 12 

 

HIV ecology 

Materials 

Patient Zero: The Origin of AIDS (from 16:30 until the 43:30)  

 

Activities 

Exercise 9: HIV ecology 

 

Week 14:  

Nov 17 and 19 

HIV ecology 

Materials  

Political ecology and HIV 

 

Activities 

Exercise 9: HIV ecology 

Week 15:  

Nov 24 

 

No Class Nov 26 

Thanksgiving 

 

Final Project 

 

Activities 

Final Project Work in Groups 

 

Week 16:  

December 1 

 

Final Project 

Activities 

Final Project Work in Groups: Research on Final Project should be completed 

by today) 

Exam Time: 

Saturday Dec 5: 

4-7pm 

Final project presentations 

Activities and Deliverables 

Present project in Powerpoint and upload file to Assignments/Final Project 

 

 

 

https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/episodes/169879-patient-zero
https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=iNmoYUEZvOE

	Final Project and Presentation

