
AMST 200 - American Dreams/American Lives:  
Introduction to American Studies 

American University, College of Arts and Sciences, American Studies Program 
7-week online course: July 1 – August 15, Credits: 3.0 

 
Lecturer:   Monique Laney, Ph.D. 
Contact Info:   Email: laney@american.edu  

Cell phone: 770-841-7947 
Office Hours:  by appointment via phone or Collaborate  
Weeks begin/end:  every Monday at noon EST 

 

 
Kentucky Flood - Famous image of African American flood victims lined up to get food & clothing 
from Red Cross relief station in front of billboard ironically extolling WORLD'S HIGHEST STANDARD 
OF LIVING/THERE'S NO WAY LIKE THE AMERICAN WAY. Louisville, KY, US, February 1937, 
photographed by Margaret Bourke-White 

 
Course Description 
Whose dreams? Whose lives? What makes them “American”? This online course explores 
these key questions, while examining how the field of American Studies has developed from a 
discipline celebrating American exceptionalism to one that critically engages in the study of the 
United States in a global context. Using key texts in American Studies, students will examine 
the relationship of American cultures and identities and how race, ethnicity, class, gender, 
sexuality, and globalization manifest in Americans’ everyday lives. Students will learn various 
American Studies theories and methods, while analyzing historical and current popular culture 
(e.g., music videos, film, novels, advertisement) and public spaces (public institutions, such as 
restaurants, museum exhibits, memorials).  
 
 
 

mailto:laney@american.edu
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This course should help you (Course Goals) 
• Understand the nature and historical development of the field of American Studies 
• Appreciate how the United States is experienced by different members of its society 
• Become familiar with the use of course material from a variety of disciplines 
• Develop the habits of mind to  

o critically examine the public sphere 
o recognize the way that cultural myths/beliefs shape people’s thinking  
o evaluate issues from multiple perspectives 

• Develop a foundation for the further study of American Studies (concepts, ideas, themes, 
terms) 

 
At the end of this course, students should be able to (Learning Outcomes) 
• Explain what American Studies is and has been 
• Identify major themes and questions explored in American Studies  
• Critically analyze American myths about its society and culture  
• Reflect upon their various roles as members of American society 
• Actively engage with a variety of texts (written text, images, audio, video)   
• Explain the role of history, myth, and memory in the making of American identities 
• Explain how representations and realities of race, ethnicity, gender, class, sexuality, 

(dis)ability, and national identity intersect and affect the lives of Americans differently 
• Conduct online and ethnographic research  
• Write book reviews, reflective journal entries, and formal essays 
 

 
Requirements 

 
You need to be proactive and let me know immediately if you do not understand the 
requirements of this course or need assistance of any kind related to the course. I will try to 
respond to inquiries within 12 hours but if you wait until the last minute to ask for help, you risk 
missing a deadline and losing points. 
 
Readings 
Most of the texts will be available on Blackboard, but in addition you will need to organize a 
copy of the following two books:  
 
Ehrenreich, Barbara. Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting by in America. 1st Picador ed. 
New York: Picador, 2011.  
 
Horwitz, Tony. Confederates in the Attic: Dispatches from the Unfinished Civil War. 1st 
ed. New York: Pantheon Books, 1998.  
 
Both books have been ordered through AU’s bookstore and are available at AU’s library. You 
may also find them in your local library and they are available for purchase at low cost through 
online vendors. You will also be reading excerpts from the following book, but it is available 
online through AU’s library, so you do not have to have your own copy: Katherine L. Meizel, 
Idolized: Music, Media, and Identity in American Idol. Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 2011. 
 
 



AMST 200 – American Dreams / American Lives 

Syllabus is subject to change. Changes will be announced via email and on blackboard!  3 
 

Videos 
You will need to organize a copy of the following movie:  
 
Sleep Dealer (2008, Director: Alex Rivera) 
 
This movie is available at low cost on DVD or as a streaming video from Netflix. You may also 
be able to borrow it from your local library. Be sure to check into your options right away to 
ensure you can complete the assignment for the last week of our course. 
 
All other audio/video clips will be available through Blackboard! 

 
Time Commitments + Technical requirements 
This class is taught entirely online so you will have the opportunity to express your ideas to a 
much greater extent than in the traditional classroom setting, where numerous students are 
vying to speak in a limited time. Since the class meets in cyberspace, you will find that at almost 
any time of day or night fellow students or the instructor will be logged on or will have just 
posted something new or will respond to your postings or questions.   
 
In order to get to know your classmates quickly and become an active and involved participant 
in the class, you need to: 

• Log on and check the conversations regularly 
• Invest a minimum of 12 hours each week in the course (for the 7-weeks of class 

meetings).  Note: You are doing a semester’s worth of work in half the time and without 
regular in-class meetings! 
 

System Requirements and Online Help Availability 
You need to be able to listen to audio clips and view video clips online for this course, so a 
strong internet connection is essential.  Make sure you have access to the online classroom via 
an appropriate browser. AU recommends Firefox for Blackboard. If you use a different browser 
and encounter problems, remember to first try the same function by accessing Blackboard via 
Firefox.  Here is a link for AU’s general technical requirements: 
http://www.american.edu/onlinelearning/tech.cfm  
 
If you are having technical problems you should let me know if it is interfering with your ability to 
complete assignments AND contact the appropriate support group at AU to resolve the issue. 
 
For help with Blackboard, contact Blackboard support at AU: 
Phone: (202) 885-3904       
Email: blackboard@american.edu 
For FAQs: http://help.blackboard.com/student/index.htm 
 
For any other technical problems, contact AU’s helpdesk at: 
Phone: 202-885-2550      
Email: helpdesk@american.edu,  
If you want to use a chat option, go to http://www.american.edu/oit/HelpDesk-Chat.cfm for 
details. 
 

 
 
 

http://www.american.edu/onlinelearning/tech.cfm
mailto:blackboard@american.edu
http://help.blackboard.com/student/index.htm
mailto:helpdesk@american.edu
http://www.american.edu/oit/HelpDesk-Chat.cfm
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Tools 
“Collaborate” 
We are going to meet via “Collaborate” in the second week so we can put faces with our writing 
“voices” through the rest of the course. I will create a Collaborate session as soon as we have 
determined a time that works for everybody (see “Getting Started” Section on Blackboard). If 
you are not familiar with Collaborate, please follow this link and read the basic directions for 
students: http://www.american.edu/library/technology/blackboard/collaborate.cfm.  
 
“Piazza” 
If you have worked with the discussion area on Blackboard before, you know that it has its 
advantages and disadvantages. AU has introduced a new tool this spring that I would like to try 
with this class, because it looks like it could make online discussions easier. If we find, however, 
that it does not work for us, we will return to Blackboard’s discussion tool. I will post a link for the 
Piazza environment on our Blackboard site with instructions on how to navigate it in Week 1.  
 

Netiquette 
 

Most of you are probably very familiar with the online world, but I wanted to remind everyone 
that writing something online is not the same as saying it in the classroom. While our 
“classroom” is only available for those of us enrolled in the course, it is still a place where your 
words stay long after you put them there. You should therefore keep a few things in mind: 
1 -- To avoid losing what you wrote for whatever unexpected reason, you should always 
compose what you intend to post in MS Word or another word processor before posting it 
online.    
2 -- Proofread and polish your response before posting it, even for discussion posts. Your prose 
need not be as polished as in formal papers, and ideas count more than style in your online 
discussion posts, but elegant and dynamic prose helps get your ideas across without distracting 
the reader. 
3 -- Aim for the word requirement as specified in the assignments. Writing to a specific word 
limit can be challenging but it is an important skill that you should practice regularly. 
4 -- Before posting your response, it is a good idea to read what your classmates have 
responded already—cross-response conversations are strongly encouraged. If you are 
responding to another posting, refer to your group mates by name. If you are the first, or one of 
the first, to post a response, go back later to see what the others have written. 
5 -- Late entries and entries that are half-hearted, confusing, or mechanically messy will receive 
no credit. 
 
Some more suggestions on how to interact with others in your discussion posts: 
• wait to respond - think first, then post 
• be polite and use positive language 
• it is fine to express emotion, but try to avoid letting your emotions overtake you 
• avoid comments that do not contribute in some way to the class 
• avoid negativity and aggression. You can disagree politely and ask challenging questions 

but avoid negative comments, ALL CAPS, !!!, or ??? that offend rather than enhance the 
discussion 

• be careful with humor - sarcasm or irony often do not work well online and can cause 
serious misunderstandings 

 
 
 

http://www.american.edu/library/technology/blackboard/collaborate.cfm
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Assignments 
 
Discussion/Participation (7) 15% 
Journal (5) 15% 
Research:  15% 

• American Quarterly (5%)  
• American Myths (5%) 
• American Dream (5%) 

Essays:  35% 
• “American Me” (5%) 
• “Public Space” (5%) 
• “Reality TV” (5%) 
• “America” (10%) 

Book Reviews: 20% 
• Ehrenreich (10%) 
• Horwitz (10%) 

 
It is your responsibility to demonstrate that you have read and digested the materials of this 
course. Everything you submit should reflect a solid understanding of those materials by 
providing evidence with citations whenever applicable.  
 
Discussion / Participation 
Each week, I will post several questions related to the readings on Piazza. You need to respond 
to these discussion questions at the latest by midnight on Friday and comment on two posts 
from your classmates by Monday at noon. This is the main point of interaction with your 
classmates—where you can learn from each other, exchange ideas, and clarify questions about 
the material.  Think of this as your “participation grade.” Your grade will be based on your 
response to ALL questions posted for that week and your comments for your classmates. Let 
me know immediately if you have trouble navigating the discussion area. 
 
Possible Points: 
95 -  postings are insightful and exceed expectations in the quality of analysis and writing; 

comments on postings of at least two other students are thoughtful and thought provoking 
85 -  postings read well and answer the questions appropriately; comments on postings of two 

other students are thoughtful 
75 -  postings have some merit, but little original thought and/or much unclear or unpolished 

writing; comments on postings of two other students  
65 -  Entry is almost devoid of original thought, opaque in language, and/or full of errors; no 

comments on other students’ posts or only superficial  
  
You lose points for every question you do not answer by the end of the week and if you do not 
submit comments on two of your classmates’ posts. 
 
Journal (7x minimum 250 words) 
This is an informal space for you to jot down your thoughts in response to the readings. The 
goal is to get you into the habit of “active reading,” which should be really useful for your future 
learning. The most important aspect is therefore that you engage with the readings. What were 
your initial responses? What did the readings make you think about? What questions came up? 
Were you able to answer some of your questions when you were done with the reading? Did 
you have to look something up to understand the text better?  
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Possible Points: 
95 – insightful, engages with the texts for the week, grapples with the themes, and draws 
connections to other texts (from this class or outside) 
85 – engages with the texts and grapples with the themes 
75 – required number of words but engages only superficially with the texts 
 
Research (3x ~350-400 words) 
Each of the three research assignments has specific requirements, which you will find on 
Blackboard in the folder for the week the assignment is due. The overall goal is for you to 
engage with the themes and ideas of the readings by finding your own examples and applying 
what you learned from the readings to those examples.  
 
Possible Points: 
95 – selected examples and analysis demonstrate good grasp of readings and are insightful and 
thought-provoking  
85 – selected examples and analysis demonstrate good grasp of reading 
75 – completed assignment and offered rudimentary analysis, little reflection on relationship to 
readings  
65 – assignment is incomplete 
 
Essays (4 x 750 words) 
You will be writing three thesis-driven analytical essays and one review essay. The goal is for 
you to critically analyze the world you inhabit as an expression of American society and culture. 
This is not easy, because it seems “natural.” So, you will start by analyzing your own role and 
position in American society (“American Me” essay). Then you will look around at your 
environment and analyze the way in which public spaces are configured and how they reflect 
American culture (“Public Space” essay). For the last essay of this kind you will look at how the 
media represents and reflects American society and culture (“Reality TV”).  
 
The review essay is the capstone of this course that will allow you to revisit and demonstrate the 
insights you have gained in this class by telling someone else about “America.” It should also be 
thesis-driven and reflect the ideas discussed in this class in your own words. Unless you are 
quoting or paraphrasing a particular author, you do not need to cite outside sources for this 
assignment.  
 
Before you submit your essays, review them while asking yourself the following questions: 

• Do you engage your reader and create interest with your introduction? 
• Does your thesis clearly state a significant and compelling position? (Is it clear what your 

thesis is?) 
• Are your main points well-developed and directly related to the thesis? 
• Did you include supporting examples that are concrete and detailed? 
• Do your topic sentences effectively foreshadow each paragraph? 
• Does your conclusion effectively wrap up and go beyond restating the thesis? 
• Is your writing smooth, skillful, and coherent? Are your sentences strong and expressive 

with varied structure? Are your words well chosen? 
• Is all of the punctuation, spelling, and capitalization correct? 
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Book Reviews (2x 1,200-1,300 words) 
By reviewing the two books assigned for this course, you will have the opportunity to reflect on 
less visible sites of American society and culture using the insights from the other readings in 
this course. You will find guidelines for writing a book review on Blackboard in the folder for the 
week the assignment is due. 
 
I will evaluate your essays and book reviews using the C.R.E.W. criteria: Clarity, Reasoning, 
Evidence, Writing.  I am not assigning weights to each of these, because sometimes the 
quality of one element will compensate to some degree for weak performance in another. For 
these assignments, be sure to start with a clear thesis statement. Unlike for your discussions, 
journal entries, and research assignments, I will grade the essays using the full spectrum of 
the grade scale.  
 
 

Grading 
All grades will be posted on Blackboard.  

Letter 
Grade 

Points Criteria 

A 
A- 

94-100 
90-93 

Reflects consistent higher level thinking: analysis, synthesis & 
evaluation; well organized & presented work; creativity & 
originality; intellectual engagement with ideas, theories & 
interpretations. 

B+ 
B 
B- 

87-89 
84-86 
80-83 

Reflects a command of the material with some examples of 
higher level thinking, organization, creativity and intellectual 
engagement. 

C+ 
C 
C- 

77-79 
74-76 
70-73 

Reflects participation but a lack of higher level thinking, 
intellectual engagement or well organized work. 

D 66-69 Reflects that the minimum course requirements were not fully 
met. 

F 0-66 Reflects that the minimum course requirements were not met. 
 
Late Policies 
All deadlines are stated on the syllabus. There will be no extensions in this class save for 
extraordinary circumstances or a doctor’s note. You lose 5 points from your grade for the 
assignment if you don’t make the deadline and then 10 points for every succeeding day you fail 
to hand in your work.  
 
Academic Integrity 
By registering, you have acknowledged your awareness of the Academic Integrity Code, and 
are obliged to become familiar with your rights and responsibilities as defined by the Code. 
Accordingly, I will not tolerate any form of academic dishonesty in this class. This 
includes: plagiarism, inappropriate collaboration, work done for one course and submitted for 
another, deliberate falsification of data, interference with other students’ work, and copyright 
violations. See me if you have any questions about the academic violations described in the 
Code in general or as they relate to course requirements. For a full explanation of the rules and 
procedures related to academic integrity violations, visit the Academic Integrity link on the AU 
website: http://www.american.edu/academics/integrity/code.htm 
 
 

http://www.american.edu/academics/integrity/code.htm
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Academic and Disability Support Services 
If you experience difficulty in this course for any reason, contact me. I want you to succeed as 
much as you do, and I will try to help you however I can.  There are also a wide range of 
services available to support you at AU. If you qualify for accommodations because of a 
disability, please notify me in a timely manner with a letter from the Academic Support Center or 
Disability Support Services so that we can make arrangements to address your needs. 
 
Academic Support Center (202-885-3360, MGC 243) offers study skills workshops, individual 
instruction, tutor referrals, and services for students with learning disabilities. Writing support is 
available in the ASC Writing Lab or in the Writing Center, Battelle 228. For more information, 
see http://www.american.edu/ocl/asc/http://www.american.edu/ocl/asc/. 
 
College Writing Center (202-885-2291, Battele 228) provides writing consultants to assist 
students with writing projects. Students must call to set up a free appointment. See 
http://www.american.edu/cas/lit/writingcenter.cfmhttp://www.american.edu/cas/lit/writingcenter.cf
m. 
 
Counseling Center (202-885-3500, MGC 214) offers counseling and consultations regarding 
personal concerns, self-help information, and connections to off-campus mental health 
resources. The website is http://www.american.edu/ocl/counseling/Counseling-and-Other-
Services.cfm. Students can set up appointments immediately by calling or by going directly to 
MGC 214. 
 
Disability Support Services (202-885-3315, MGC 206) offers technical and practical support and 
assistance with accommodations for students with physical, medical, or psychological 
disabilities. The DSS website is http://www.american.edu/ocl/dss/index1.html. 
 
What you should see when you login to our course site for the first time (contact me 
a.s.a.p., if you do not see this!): 

 

http://www.american.edu/ocl/asc/http:/www.american.edu/ocl/asc/
http://www.american.edu/cas/lit/writingcenter.cfmhttp:/www.american.edu/cas/lit/writingcenter.cfm
http://www.american.edu/cas/lit/writingcenter.cfmhttp:/www.american.edu/cas/lit/writingcenter.cfm
http://www.american.edu/ocl/counseling/Counseling-and-Other-Services.cfm
http://www.american.edu/ocl/counseling/Counseling-and-Other-Services.cfm
http://www.american.edu/ocl/dss/index1.html
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SCHEDULE 
 
Before the summer session starts Before July 01, 2013  
 
• Read the “Getting Started” section on Blackboard and watch the introduction video 
• Select times you are available for an online meeting in week 2 on Blackboard (Doodle) 
• Review the syllabus carefully 
• Prepare a personal introduction for our online meeting during week 2 

• Tell us how long you have been in college, what your Major is, where you are living and 
what you are doing this summer, and what activities you engage in outside of school. 

• Include a short description of the city or town you grew up in: size (population), main 
income source for residents (major industry), racial and ethnic diversity, and what it is 
known for  

• Tell us what your “American Dream” is and why you are interested in American Studies 
(assuming that you are indeed interested, since you chose to take this course)! 
 

You will find that some weeks require less of your time than others. I suggest that during the 
weeks when you have less work, you get started on reading the books. Both are easy reads.  
 
Each week starts and ends on Monday at noon. Your first discussion postings are due on 
Fridays, so you can continue the discussion over the weekend. The last week will be a little 
different, since we only have until Thursday, August 15, to wrap up the course. 
 
Week 1 July 1 – July 8 
 
4th of July & 

Reading 
Backstory: "Independence Daze" 

What is AMST? Cowan, Michael. “American Studies: An Overview” (2013) 
  Smith, “Can ‘American Studies’ Develop a Method?” (1957) 
  Marx, Leo 'The Machine in the Garden' (1957) 
  Kerber, Linda. "Diversity and the Transformation of American Studies" (1989) 
    
  Discussion 
  Independence Daze 
 American Studies historiography 
 Method in AMST 
  Diversity 
    
  Research & Writing 
  Journal entry 
  American Quarterly research 
  “American Me” Essay 
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Week 2 July 8 – July 15 
 Reading 
American Myths “Thinking Critically, Challenging Cultural Myths”  
  Jonathan Kozol, “Still Separate, Still Unequal” 
  Harlon L. Dalton, “Horatio Alger” 
  Diana Kendall, “Framing Class, Vicarious Living, and Conspicuous Consumption” 
  Jean Kilbourne, “’Two Ways a Woman Can Get Hurt’: Advertising and Violence” 
  Michael Kimmel, “Bros Before Hos’: The Guy Code” 
  Hua Hsu, “The End of White America?” 
    
  Discussion 
  Education 
  Individual Success 
  Representation & Reality 
  Gender  
  Race in America 
    
  Research & Writing  
  Journal entry 
  American Myths research (find and explain images of American myths) 

Week 3 July 15 – July 22 
 
"Other" in 
America 

Reading 
"A Black Feminist Statement" 

  "Social Construction" 
  “The Rule of Normalcy: Politics and Disability in the USA [United States of Ability]” 
  "Racial Formations"  
  "How Jews Became White Folks" 
  “I Want to Ride in Geronimo’s Cadillac” 
  "Home Bittersweet Home" (audio) 
  "Straight White Male: The Lowest Difficulty Setting There Is"  

(blog & follow-up posts) 
    
  Discussion 
  Intersectionality 
  Social Construction 
  Disability 
  Race in America 
  Straight White Male 
    
  Writing 
  Journal entry 
  Public Space Essay 
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Week 4 July 22 – July 29 
 Reading 
American Dream Ehrenreich, Barbara. Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting by in America. 
  
  Discussion 
  Nickel and Dimed 
    
  Research & Writing 
  American Dream research (find and explain images of 'The American Dream') 
  Book Review 
Week 5 July 29 – August 5 
 Reading 
American 
Popular Culture 

Katherine L. Meizel, Idolized: Music, Media, and Identity in American Idol 
(excerpts) 

    
  Discussion 
  Media & national identity 
    
  Research & Writing 
  Journal entry 
  Analyzing "Reality TV" (deconstruct a reality show of your choosing) 
Week 6 August 5 – August 12 
 Reading 
American 
Memory 

Horwitz, Tony. Confederates in the Attic: Dispatches from the Unfinished Civil War. 

  Backstory: "Been There, Done That" 
    
  Discussion 
  Reenacting (Whose?) History 
  The Civil War 
    
  Research & Writing 
  Journal entry 
  Book review 
Week 7 August 12 – August 15 (short week!) 
 Reading 
Transnational  Sleep Dealer (film) 
 America "Arts of the Contact Zone"  
  “The Homeland, Aztlan” 
  “La conciencia de la mestiza: Towards a New Consciousness” 
  "My Asian Americana" (video) 
  "Return to Sender" (video) 
  Studio Revolt (website: http://studio-revolt.com/) 
  NPR's Code Switching Blog 
    
  Discussion 
  Plugging into the American Dream (Sleep Dealer) 
  Mestiza consciousness 
  My Asian Americana 
  Code Switching 
    
  Research & Writing 
  "America" essay 
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