
OBESITY EPIDEMIOLOGY 
NUTR 814/EPID 814 

Spring 2014 
 

 
Course Description: 
Instructors: June Stevens, MS, PhD 
 Patrick Bradshaw, PhD 
  
Prerequisites: EPID 715 and either NUTR 812 or NUTR/EPID 813 
 
Credits: 3 
 
Purpose of course: To discuss major issues in obesity epidemiology focusing 

on methodological concepts relevant to the practice of 
research. 

 
Course Objectives: 
Upon completion of this course students will be able to: 
1. Critically evaluate epidemiologic research on the causes and consequences of obesity 
2. Design studies and conduct analyses for epidemiologic research on the causes and 

consequences of obesity 
3. Summarize a number of methodologic controversies in obesity epidemiology 
4. Demonstrate improved critical thinking skills 
 

Evaluation of Student Performance:  
 

Breakdown of grading: 
 Class Participation      20 
 Weekly Presentations      30 

Abstract       50 
 TOTAL:     100 
 
Class participation: Students are expected to attend each class session. Students should come 
to class having read the assigned readings and ready to actively engage in discussion. Students 
who fail to participate in the discussion or who are not adequately prepared will receive fewer 
than 20 points toward their final grade. 
 
Presentation & Discussion Groups: Each student will be assigned a paper during 1 or more of 
the student-led sessions (depending on final class size) and will present a short (approximately 
10-15 minute) Powerpoint presentation summarizing it. They will then be responsible for leading 
the class discussion on that topic. One goal of the student-led presentations is to be able to 
apply the concepts covered in the previous instructor-led session. Refer to “Instructions for 
Presentation” and “Grading Criteria for Presenters.” 
 
Abstract: The final project for this class is for each student to conduct an analysis of a dataset of 
their choice (with approval from one of the course instructors) that illustrates a topic covered in 
class during the semester. Refer to “Instructions for Abstract” for details. 



Instructions for Abstract 
 
The final project for the course will be to conduct an analysis of a “real world” dataset of the 
student’s choosing that illustrates one of the concepts covered in the class.  
 
A brief (1/2-1 page) proposal of your study should be turned in for instructor approval by the end 
of week 6. Your project, and dataset, should be approved by the course instructors before 
you begin your analysis. We must also have assurance from the owner of the dataset that 
you have permission to use it for this class. 
 
The product of this analysis will be an abstract like those submitted to scientific meetings, along 
with up to two (2) relevant tables and up to two (2) figures (optional). The guidelines for the 
abstract are as follows:  
 
Title: The title of the abstract should be brief and informative. 
 
Abstract body: The limit for the abstract body is 500 words. Abstracts should be structured with 
the following headings: 

1. Background: provide motivation for your study (do not cite other published work in 
your abstract). 

2. Objective: state what you are seeking to accomplish from this study. 
3. Methods: briefly but completely summarize the data collection and analytic methods 

relevant to your study. 
4. Results: provide a brief description of your study population, and discuss any 

relevant results you may have found; this should directly address what you 
mentioned under “Objectives.” 

5. Conclusions: provide an interpretation of the findings, and their relevant public 
health implications. 

 
Class Schedule 
 

• Given the emphasis on student-led presentations, the specific schedule will depend on 
the ultimate class size and will be circulated during the first several weeks.  

• A tentative schedule from the previous year is attached to give you a general idea of the 
course structure and topics covered. Note that while the topics listed are representative 
for the course, the final content for this year will be updated. 

• Assigned readings will be posted to Sakai at least 1 week prior to the corresponding 
lecture and an updated reading list will be posted periodically.  

• All students are expected to come to class having read the required articles and 
prepared to actively engage in discussion (counting toward the class participation score).  

• Readings listed as optional are not required, but may be useful for additional background 
or if you have interest in a topic.



Tentative Course Schedule 
 

Week Topics /Articles/ Assignments Lecturer Notes 
1 Introduction/Overview Stevens/Bradshaw  
2 Why squared for height? Stevens/Bradshaw  
2 Modeling anthropometric variables Stevens/Bradshaw  
3 Classification of Risk: ROC Curves Stevens/Bradshaw  
3 Classification of Risk: ROC Curves Students  
4 Relative Risk vs. Risk Difference Stevens  
4 Relative Risk vs. Risk Difference Students  
5 Relative Risk vs. Risk Difference: modeling Bradshaw  
5 BMI Percentiles Students  
6 Modeling risk with incomplete data:  

interval censoring 
Bradshaw  

6 Modeling risk with incomplete data:  
interval censoring 

Students PROJECT 
PROPOSAL DUE 

7 BMI cutpoints specific to populations: 
Ethnic evaluations 

Stevens/Bradshaw  

7 BMI cutpoints specific to populations: 
Ethnic evaluations 

Students  

8 Weight and height from self-report Stevens/Bradshaw  
8 Weight and height from self-report Students  
9 Analysis of Weight Change: Baseline adjustment Stevens/Bradshaw  
9 Analysis of Weight Change: Baseline adjustment Students  
10 SPRING BREAK   
10 SPRING BREAK   
11 Representation of Anthropometric Variables 

(Continuous vs. Categorical) 
Stevens/ 
Bradshaw 

 

11 Representation of Anthropometric Variables Students  
12 Defining weight maintenance Stevens/Bradshaw  
12 Defining weight maintenance Students  
13 BMI and Mortality Stevens/Bradshaw   
13 BMI and Mortality Students  
14 Methodologic issues in Obesity and Chronic 

Disease Epidemiology: 
Causal Mediation Analysis 

Stevens/Bradshaw  

14 Methodologic issues in Obesity and Chronic 
Disease Epidemiology:  
Causal Mediation Analysis 

Students  

15 Student Presentations   
15 Student Presentations   
16 Obesity Prevention Trial Issues Stevens/Bradshaw  
16 Course Wrap-up Stevens/Bradshaw  
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