
AMST 334 - Studying American Culture:  

Theories and Practices in Transnational Perspective  
8-week online course, May 16-July 7, 2011 

in collaboration with Technische Universität Dortmund, Germany 

 

Instructor: Monique Laney, Ph.D. 

Email: laney@american.edu  

Skype name: monique.laney 

Phone: 770-841-7947 

Office Location: Bowie, Maryland 

Office Hours:  by email or by appointment via Skype or Phone 
 

 
―American culture in Okinawa, Japan‖  

This photo was taken on October 24, 2007 by ChamelleDesignPhotography 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/supercamel/1872505287/ 

 

Description 
In this course, students learn to apply concepts developed by cultural theorists to ―real world‖ 

examples. The course is divided into three main areas of interrogation: music, TV+film, and 

cyberculture. It is structured in such a way to foster student understanding of the complex 

dynamics of race, ethnicity, and gender in U.S. popular culture in a globalized world. Students 

use supplied examples to critically discuss the merits and usability of the theoretical texts in 

online group discussions and blog entries. The class is taught in cooperation with the University 

of Dortmund, Germany, which allows students in both countries to gain deeper insights into 

national and international perspectives on American culture. Besides providing their own 

examples for illustration of the theories they discuss, students are encouraged to consider their 

personal environment for expressions of ―transnationalism,‖ ―glocalization,‖ and 

―hybridization,‖ and how these concepts affect their identities.    

 

NOTE: This course is conducted primarily on Blackboard. We also have a Facebook page, but 

students are not required to join.  

 

mailto:laney@american.edu
http://www.flickr.com/photos/supercamel/archives/date-taken/2007/10/24/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/supercamel/1872505287/
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Note to reader: Asynchronous online learning is quite different from face-to-face classroom 

settings, which is why we did not use a classic syllabus for this course. This allowed us more 

flexibility, but also meant that we had to address some issues in writing that traditionally would 

be explained verbally in a classroom. Below is a schedule of the weekly readings, viewings, and 

assignments, followed by a description of our blackboard site.  
 

 

 

Weekly Readings, Viewings, and Assignments 
(texts are posted as pdf-files and videos are linked via www.youtube.com): 
 

Week 1 (May 17, 2011) - Introduction 

(These are links on Blackboard that lead to more information, see page 9 for details) 

 Weekly Work 

 Everything you ever wanted to know about Blackboard and then some  

 Tips for Online Learning 

 How to approach theoretical texts 

 Requirements for our virtual classroom 

 Information Literacy Tutorial 

 Introductions: Please create a short biographical statement about yourself that you can upload 

here. This can be in writing or an audio clip. Include a short description of the city or town you 

live in as well as where you think your major cultural influences have so far come from. If 

you want to, you can include a photo of yourself and/or the place you live in. Let us also know if 

you have a web presence you would like to share with us (your own blog, a personal website, 

etc.) Post this short biographical statement of about 10 sentences for your fellow students on 

Blackboard by Friday, May 20th at the very latest!   

 

Week 2 (May 24, 2011) - Music 

Texts 

Campbell, Neill and Alsadair Kean, ―American Cultural Studies: An Introduction‖. In: American 

Cultural Studies. An Introduction to American Culture. 1-21. (21 pgs) 

Adorno, Theodor and Max Horkheimer. 2007. ―The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as mass 

deception‖. In The cultural studies reader, edited by S. During. London: Routledge. 405-

415. (10 pgs) 

Storey, John, 2009. ―Rockin' Hegemony: West Coast Rock and Amerika's War in Vietnam." 

Cultural Theory and Popular Culture. A Reader. 4th ed. 88-97. (15 pgs). 

 

Videos 

Saul Williams Speaks on Niggy Tardust (10:24 min) 

Adorno about Pop Music (2 min) 

Woodstock: Country Joe McDonald "Feel Like I am Fixing to Die" (2:53 min) 

 

Assignment 

Group Discussions 

 Read and view assigned material 

 Access your group (A,B,C,D) 

 Click on Group Discussion Board (bottom list of tools) 

 To find discussion questions, select  ―Adorno, Horkheimer, Storey, Williams‖ 

 Reply to a minimum of 4 questions by clicking on the question and then the ―Reply‖ button. 

https://blackboard.american.edu/webapps/blackboard/content/listContent.jsp?course_id=_35207_1&content_id=_943989_1
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Week 3 (May 31, 2011) - Music 

Texts 

Storey, John. 2003. "Popular Culture as Global Culture". Introduction to Popular Culture. 

 London. Blackwell. 108-120.(12 pgs.) 

El-Tayeb, Fatima. 2003. ―'If You Can't Pronounce My Name, You Can Just Call 

Me Pride': Afro-German Activism, Gender and Hip Hop.‖ Gender & History 15 (3):460-

486. (26 pgs). 

 

Videos 

Brothers Keepers, Adriano - letzte Warnung (7:12 min) 

Saul Williams and Matisyahu (3:45 min) 

Michael Jackson: Thriller   (4:52 min) 

Thriller: CEBU Dancing Inmates (4:27 min) 

Indian Thriller (3:38 min) 

We are the World (7:27 min) 

Estelle ft. Kanye West (4:58 min) 

American Boy Parody (4:28 min) 

Egyptian Boy (3:56 min) 

 

Assignment 

This week we are asking you to work together a bit more by doing the following two things in 

addition to the readings. 

 

For the Storey text: We have posted three sets of questions for the Storey text. You can choose to 

answer either the first or the second set of questions. Everyone has to answer the third set. This is 

due by Saturday (5/28). Respond to a post to one of the first two sets of questions of another 

student, who has not had a response yet, by asking about something specific in his or her post by 

Monday (5/30). Reply to the questions posed to your post by Tuesday (5/31). 

 

For the El-Tayeb text: One of the videos related to the El-Tayeb text is in German, which means 

that AU students will have to rely on TUD students to translate the lyrics by Friday (5/27) before 

they can answer one of our questions (unless they happen to know German already).  Once the 

text is translated (in a wiki, see below), AU students post questions about the lyrics (by 5/28), 

which TUD students answer. Post your responses to the El-Tayeb question on the discussion 

board by Tuesday (5/51). 

 

Schedule: 

By Friday (5/27): TUD students have finished collectively translating the German lyrics to 

―Adriano-Letzte Warnung‖ 

By Saturday (5/28): All students answer Storey questions.  AU students post questions to 

translated lyrics for ―Adriano-Letzte Warnung‖ 

By Sunday (5/29): TUD students post answers to questions about lyrics for ―Adriano‖ 

By Monday (5/30): All respond to one post of another student about Storey text   

By Tuesday (5/31): All reply to the question posted to your Storey response. All post response to 

El-Tayeb question 
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Week 4 (June 7, 2011) – TV + Film 

Texts 

Gray, Herman. ―Black Masculinity and Visual Culture‖. Callaloo, Vol. 18, No. 2 (Spring, 1995), 

pp. 401-405.(5 pgs). 

hooks, bell. 1992. ―Eating the Other. Desire and Resistance.‖ In: Black Looks: Race and 

Representation. Boston: Southend Press, 21-40. (19 pages). 

 

Videos 

Pretty Fly (For a White Guy) (3:13 min) 

Ads: 

Ronald McDonald’s Son (Japan) (0:16 min) 

Ronald McDonald’s Daughter (Japan) (0:31 min) 

Benetton Spring/Summer 2011 Adult Campaign (0:30 min) 

It’s my time: Benetton Global Casting – Now Open (1:28 min) 

Clips from The Cosby show (1:15 min, 11 min, 10:55 min) 

Barack Obama on Hip Hop (3:50 min) 

Barack & Curtis: Examining Black Masculinity (9:59 min) 

bell hooks Pt 8 cultural criticism (rap music) (9:59 min) 

 

Assignment 

Blog #1 

In their articles, Herman Gray and bell hooks both discuss the complex relationships of desire, 

race, and masculinity, and how these relationships are represented in American media. For this 

week you will create a blog in the form of an academic essay of 1,000 words minimum, using 

MLA or Chicago Manual of Style, based on the question below. Be sure to post your essay as a 

blog entry for everyone to read. In order for you to receive individual feedback, TUD students 

need to submit a hard copy of their essay to Dr. Pfeiler, and AU students need to attach their 

essay as an MS Word document to the blog. 

 

 

Week 5 (June 14, 2011) – TV + Film 

Texts 

Yin, Jing. "Contructing the Other: A Critical Reading of the Joy Luck Club," The Global 

Intercultural Communication Reader. Eds. Molefi Kete Asante, Yoshitake Miike and Jing Yin. 

New York, London: Routledge, 2008. 123-41. (18 pgs). 

 

Videos 

Women, Action, and the Media Conference 2009, Presented by The Center for New Words:  

www.centerfornewworlds.org (~60 min) 

Clips from The Joy Luck Club (7:45 min, 11:38 min, 2:37 min) 

bell hooks, Pt 2: cultural criticism and transformation (film) (8:40 min) 

 

Assignment 

This week you will create your own discussion within smaller groups. The only thing we require 

is that both the Yin article and the documentary film about women in Hollywood are part of your 

discussion. You may also want to include insights from articles you have read earlier in this 

course. Try to get started early to leave time for a back and forth conversation. 

Here are some suggestions for discussion topics: 
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 Why are these discussions important? 

 How do they relate to American Studies as a discipline? 

 Do you agree or disagree with some of the author’s and film makers’ stipulations? 

 

 

Week 6 (June 21, 2011) - Cyberculture 

Texts 

Nakamura, Lisa. 2002. "’Where do you want to go today?': Cybernetic Tourism, The Internet, 

and Transnationality," Cybertypes: race, ethnicity, and identity on the Internet. 87-99. 

New York ; London: Routledge.(14 pgs). 

―Syria Gay Girl in Damascus blog a hoax by US man,‖ BBC News Mobile, Middle East, 12 June 

2011, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-13744980 

 

Videos 

Evgeny Morozo: ―The Net Delusion: The Dark Side of the Internet‖ (60 min) 

 

Assignment 

The following news hit the international media Sunday evening (June 12, 2011): ―Syria Gay Girl 

in Damascus blog a hoax by US man‖ 

Because this story brings together this week’s topic in fascinating ways, your assignment is to: 

 read the posted chapter by Lisa Nakamura (the clips below for this text are some of the ads 

she discusses),  

 watch the lecture by Evgeny Morozo, 

 read the BBC article, 

 listen to the interview with Tom MacMaster (link midway through the article), and watch the 

video interview at the end of the article. 

 

Discussion: For the discussion, post your thoughts on how the Nakamura text and the Morozo 

lecture inform your understanding and interpretation of the BBC story (ca. 250 words). In 

addition, ask a question that critically engages the story to provoke a response from your group 

members, and respond to one of the questions posed by your class mates (no groups this week). 

 

 

Week 7 (June 28, 2011) - Cyberculture 

Texts 

Chamberlain, Daniel. 2011. ―Media interfaces, networked media spaces, and the mass 

customization of everyday space.‖ In: Flow TV: Television in the Age of Media 

Convergence. London: Routhledge. 13-29. (16 pgs). 

 

Videos 

Tour of Bill Gates House (3:17 min) 

 

Photos 

IBM advertisements at a U.S. airport 

 

Assignment 

Today’s reading is short, but very dense. So, be sure to give yourself time to study it carefully, 

and potentially read it more than once. When you feel you have a good handle on the text, 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-13744980
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choose one or all of these questions for your blog entry of 500-750 words. Do not quote 

Chamberlain. Instead, try to explain his ideas in your own words. 

Be sure to post your essay as a blog entry for everyone to read (see link below). In order for you 

to receive individual feedback, TUD students need to submit a hard copy of their essay to Dr. 

Pfeiler, and AU students need to attach their essay as an MS Word document to the blog. 

 

1. Discuss how the animated video of Bill Gates’ house illustrates Chamberlain’s arguments 

(see below link). 

2. Find an example in your environment to discuss Chamberlain’s arguments. 

3. When I (MLaney) was traveling this spring, I was thinking about Chamberlain's text and 

came upon some advertisements in an airport terminal (see below). I was really taken aback 

for a moment because it felt a little like ―Big Brother is watching you!‖ As I thought about 

the words on these ads, it occurred to me that these ideas could actually be really good for 

society. So, why does it feel threatening? What would Chamberlain say is the reason? 

 

 

Week 8 (July 5, 2011) – Wrap Up 

Texts 

Pieterse, Jan Nederveen. 2006. ―Globalisation as Hybridization.‖ In Media and Cultural Studies. 

Key Works. Edited by Douglas Kellner and Meenakshi Gigi Durham.  658-680. (22 pgs) 

 

Website 

Information on Pieterse: http://www.jannederveenpieterse.com/ 

Assignment 

This week's reading by Jan Nederveen Pieterse brings us back to some of the ideas you have 

been discussing in the past seven weeks. It may offer more of an outlook rather than a "wrap up." 

After reading the article ―Globalization as Hybridization‖ (Part I and II) discuss the following 

questions in 250-300 words: What does he contribute to the discussion of globalization and 

hybridization that you recall from texts we have read in this course? What are the implications 

for studying American culture within the discourse of globalization(s) in the past, present and 

future?   

 

Final Exam 

Online exam (Blackboard)  

Due: Noon (EST) Wednesday, July 6 
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Blackboard Setup  

 
The Blackboard site hosted at American University had tabs on the left for the following 

pages: 

 

For AU students 

For TUD students  

May 17 – Introduction  

May 24 – Music 

May 31 – Music  

June 7 – TV+Film  

June 14 – TV+Film  

June 21 – Cyberculture  

June 28 – Cyberculture  

July 5 – Wrap Up 

Bibliography (all readings for the course) 

Skype names (list of skype names for participants who have that option) 

Facebook Page (direct link to course facebook page) 

Instructors (contact information for both instructors) 

Q&A (intended for frequently asked student questions) 

 

Each tab linked to a page that contained folders and links. The tabs for AU students, TUD 

students, and May 17 – Introduction are described below. Each week of the course has a folder 

containing the readings, video clips, and assignment instructions for that week.  

 

We used different colors for text on Blackboard to ease navigation and indicate change in 

content.   

 

For AU students (This page contained information relevant to AU students only) 

 

Course description 

As you already know, this course meets online with students at TU Dortmund University  in 

Germany. Here is a link to the website of the American Studies Department in Dortmund (image 

shows faculty members): http://englisch.tu-

dortmund.de/cms/de/300_Bereiche/310_Amerikanistik/index.html. 

Our students in Germany have been meeting in person for several weeks already to study how 

American Studies has developed from a discipline that celebrates American exceptionalism to 

one that engages in the study of transnational relations. Together, we will investigate how 

theoretical concepts such as ethnicity, gender, popular culture and globalization emerge and 

change over time as well as analyze music, movies, advertising, and cyberculture to acquire a 

deeper understanding of American culture.  

 

Objectives 
The fundamental question for this course is: What is "American" culture and how can we study 

it?  At the end of this course, we want students to have some tools to critically analyze American 

Culture from a transnational perspective. This includes theories and methods used by 

practitioners of American Studies and the associated language used to express these theories.   
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Outcomes 
Because college requirements are slightly different for students in Germany and the United 

States, there will be some differences in evaluation, which will be outlined explicitly for each 

assignment. Please don't hesitate to ask if you have any questions! 

  

Slightly different assignments between Dortmund and AU students 
To get ―warmed up‖ AU students will read one additional text in the first week--a text the 

Dortmund students are already familiar with. After that, our readings will be the same. Dortmund 

students will provide a translation of a German video that we will all watch. 

 

Despite the general ―online character,‖ the Dortmund students will meet in person to view a 

movie we will be reading about. There will be clips available for all to see online. AU students - 

we are prohibited from showing the entire movie online, but maybe you can find a copy to view 

on your own if you are interested. The movie is The Joy Luck Club  directed by Wayne Wang 

and it first aired in 1993 in the United States. We have posted a few clips to give you at least an 

idea of the film’s look and feel. If you are near AU during this course, I can try to arrange a 

screening for AU students. Just let me know as soon as you can, if you would like to do that!  

 

Grades 

These weightings apply to grades for U.S. students only! 
  

4* group discussion 40% 

2* blog 30% 

Final Exam 30% 

 

The assignments and expectations are described each week. The final exam will take place on the 

day of our last meeting, July 5. It will be an online exam for which you will have 24 hours to 

complete it. Please let Dr. Laney know if you have any questions! 

 

Disability Support 
If you qualify for accommodations because of a disability, please notify Dr. Laney 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. 

 

Late Policies 
There will be no extensions in this class save for extraordinary circumstances or a doctor’s note 

stating you couldn’t finish your work. 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 Dishonesty 
In accordance with American University policies, any form of academic dishonesty will not be 

tolerated 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.  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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For TUD students (This page contained information relevant to TUD students only) 

Welcome to Part Two of the Course "CROSSING BOUNDARIES"! 

 

As of now, the course will entirely run as an online-course except for when meeting up for our 

 

 screening of The Joy Luck Club on May 31, 2011 (mandatory) 

 paper meeting on June, 28,2011 (only if you plan on writing a paper for this course; 

bring in your research proposal) 

 wrap-up session on July 5, 2011 (mandatory) 

 final exam on July 12, 2011 (only if you need a final exam in order to complete this 

course) 

 

Check your AU email account regularly or forward all your AU emails to your Dortmund email 

address/any other email account of yours that you access on a daily basis. In order to complete 

the course "Crossing Boundaries: Theoretical, Practical and Transnational Perspectives on 

American Culture", you MUST complete the virtual classroom successfully.  Please get in touch 

with me if you have any questions concerning the course. 

 

May 17 - Introduction 
 

This page had several content folders with the following details.  

 

Weekly Work 

We will be discussing different texts every week. Check the appropriate date for exact 

instructions. For example, click on May 24 to access the material and questions that you have to 

read, work on and discuss with your group between May 17 and May 24.   

 

Start reading the texts that are assigned each Tuesday and complete your reading within a couple 

of days. Start with your responses, comments, blogs etc. as soon as you are done reading, but no 

later than Saturday. Do not wait until the last minute. The idea is that you engage in lively 

discussions throughout the week, so do not hesitate to get started as the first person.  We expect 

you to work closely with the texts at hand. If we notice that you are not engaging with the 

material, we will add graded quizzes. 

 

Each week make sure that you have completed the following assignments: 

 

MAY 17 - May 24  

read the texts, watch the videos, take the (voluntary) mini-test, group work/discussion, up-load 

your personal introduction   

 

May 24 -  May 31 

read the texts, watch the videos, group work/discussion 

 

May 31 - June 7 

read the texts, submit your first blog 

 

June 7 - June 14 

respond to someone’s blog from the previous week, read the texts, watch the clips, group 
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work/discussion   

June 14 - June 21 

read the texts, watch the clips, group work/discussion 

 

June 21 - June 28 

read the texts, submit your second blog 

 

June 28 - July 5 

respond to someone’s blog from the previous week, read the texts, short group work/discussion 

and final questions 

 

July 5  

AU students: FINAL EXAM (available 24 hours, beginning at noon) 

 

Everything you ever wanted to know about Blackboard and then some  

Take a look at a video, a link, some FAQ's (frequently asked questions) and some instructions on 

how to use this blackboard site. 

 

Using Blackboard 

Hi! 

If you are not familiar with this version of Blackboard (9.1), please take a look at the 

introductory tutorial below and browse the link beneath that for more information. See also the 

"Help" button on the left panel for useful tips.  Please let both instructors know if you are having 

any trouble or cannot find something you need as soon as you can, so we can help you move 

through the course! 

 

Video – Introduction to Blackboard (links to video) 

This is a short introduction to the version of blackboard used here at American University. 

Information on where to learn more is at the end of the video. If you have any questions or 

technical problems, please send an email to blackboard@american.edu and copy your instructor. 

 

More information for using Blackboard (links to AU website) 

Here you can find more tutorials and answers to frequently asked questions (FAQ).  

 

Blackboard Help (links to Blackboard’s help page for students) 

 

How to use THIS bb site! 

Everything you need to know will be posted on blackboard. If you look on the left side, you will 

see a panel with orange buttons. You should be able to manipulate your home page to only show 

the fields you want to see every time you log on to this course on blackboard. You should keep 

―My announcements‖ because we will be posting announcements throughout the course that will 

appear here. We will, however, be sending them out as emails as well.   

 

We have created an area for each week that includes all the assignments, video clips, and other 

pertinent information for that week. A week begins Tuesdays at noon for our U.S.-based 

students, and at 6 pm for our Germany-based students. A week ends accordingly at the same time 

the following week. So, your assignments (reading, viewing, blogs, questions, discussions, etc.) 

posted under ― Introduction‖ on May 17 are due at the latest by noon May 24 for U.S. based 
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students, and 6 pm for Germany-based students. 

Besides the buttons for each week, you will find the following buttons: 

For AU students - this is an area where we will post information that concerns AU students 

mainly 

For TUD students - this is an area where we will post information that concerns students at the 

University in Dortmund mainly 

Assignment guidelines - here you will find general information on how to work on your 

assignments, including tips and useful links. For example, if you want to know how to format a 

blog entry or how to respond in group discussions (Netiquette and other things to consider). 

Groups - for discussions, we will divide you all up into smaller groups, which you can always 

check here 

Skype names - send us your skype name, if you have one, and we will post it here 

Facebook page - link to our facebook page 

Instructors - Contact information for Dr. Pfeiler and Dr. Laney 

Q&A - we will post common questions and our responses here 

Blackboard Tools - just as it says: here you can find all the tools available on blackboard, but 

for this course you will probably only need to use "Send Email." However, if you have an idea 

for, or experience with, using any of the tools, please do not hesitate to share that with us! 

 

Tips for Online Learning 
This course is conducted entirely online. All of our interactions will take place via the internet in 

some way--either via blackboard, facebook, skype, or email. It is your responsibility to make 

sure you have adequate resources. Make sure that you receive emails sent from blackboard and 

check blackboard regularly. We encourage you to dedicate a space and specific times during the 

week for your work on this course. Some tips for a good online learning environment are: 

 

 write down your scheduled times for online work and times for reading the assigned 

texts, writing your blog, etc. that work well for you on a regular basis 

 Be sure you have access to the internet when you have scheduled to work online! 

Prepare your written responses offline before entering them online 

check in daily - even if just to see what others have posted and to stay in touch 

work in a quiet space where you will not be interrupted by conversations or other 

distractions (turn off the TV, phone, email, etc.) 

 work in a well-lit space, where you can see the screen well without reflections 

turn on music if that helps you focus. Otherwise, turn it off! 

 Have a beverage and a little food available 

 relax and have fun exploring a new experience (online learning)! 

 

Under special circumstances, we can also use the phone. Since we live in different time zones 

and you probably have other commitments, we may not be able to all get online at the same time. 

We hope to be able to deal with that by placing you in smaller groups, so you can hopefully find 

times for all to meet online to chat or skype, if you want to do that. Of course, you should feel 

free to connect with each other in any way you like outside of these groups. Splitting the group 

up in groups for discussions should also help with the different numbers of students on each side 

of the Atlantic. You may have noticed that we have about 25 students in Germany, whereas we 

have 7 students in the United States! 
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How to approach theoretical texts 
One of the main goals of a college education is to enhance your critical thinking skills, and one 

way to do that is by reading texts written by others, who have been doing this ―critical thinking‖ 

for a while longer than you have. Your critical thinking emerges when you have done the 

necessary work to understand their thoughts and are able to discuss questions concerning their 

meaning and validity. Once you have done that, you will be able to use the theory as part of your 

―tool kit‖ (e.g. useful concepts, terminology, ideas)  the next time you want to analyze something 

the theory was discussing (a film, music, photo, game, etc).  Sometimes that can even lead to 

moving the theory further--if you see a problem with a theory, you might decide to write your 

own theoretical essay that debates or expands on that theory! 

 

Our goal in this course is first and foremost to ―unpack‖ our authors’ arguments in order to apply 

their ideas to examples and to see if they are useful for understanding American culture. 

Theoretical texts can be quite dense because the author is typically describing an abstract 

problem and trying to pack a lot of information in a shorter essay rather than writing an entire 

book. Typically, authors of theoretical texts will try to answer particular questions that have not 

yet been addressed by previous scholars, and they like to use terminology and phrases that are 

common among their peers--not necessarily among the general public. They are very particular 

about how they phrase things to demonstrate that they have thought of the implications their 

theory may have. All this can make reading and understanding them a bit challenging. 

 Following are some suggestions for tackling a new text: 

 

 Read text once to get the general gist, then read again in detail for nuances 

 Try to determine: 

o What is the author’s main goal? What is he/she trying to explain? 

o What is the author’s main argument? 

o How does the author support his/her argument? (evidence) 

 

Further questions to ask: 

 How does this text relate to other texts you have read? (Not necessarily just those in this 

class) Do the ideas described in this text remind you of other ideas you have read about? 

 Test the theory. How does it fit? When does it not fit? Why? What does it not account for? 

When was it written? 

 What does the title of the text refer to? What does it imply? 

 Which key concepts does the text introduce/discuss/contest? 

 What does the scholar argue for/against? Does the text have an overall thesis statement? Do 

you agree with the overall arguments of the text? 

 What does the text refer to specifically? Which examples does it provide? 

 Note what other scholars the author refers to. Do you know them? Have you read any of their 

work? Make a note of them--they may appear in other texts as well. 

 What are the implications of this author’s ideas for analyzing U.S. American culture? 

 In case you planning on working on paper that relates to the topic of your theoretical texts: 

note down interesting quotes according to the MLA citation rules and comment on them. 

Saving  these quotes as well as your critical response to them, will help you with providing 

arguments for the topic of you  paper.   
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Requirements for our virtual classroom 

General Infrastructure 

In case there are any questions: Dr. Pfeiler will continue to grade the work of students in 

Dortmund, while Dr. Laney will be grading the work of AU students. 

 

When you look at the assignments for each week, you will see that we have added video clips for 

illustration and sometimes as primary material instead of written texts. These are sometimes 

required, sometimes optional. So, look for the instructions! We also have a facebook page we 

hope you will find useful and fun to communicate through. Think of it as the campus area 

outside of the classroom. You can find it with a search on facebook for: ―Studying American 

Culture: Dortmund D.C.‖ We assume that you all know how to use facebook, including its wall 

posting and chat features, so let us know if you need some help getting started. Please be aware 

that this is not a requirement. If you do not want to sign up with facebook, that is okay too. 

 

Email addresses are already part of blackboard. So, if you want to email all or just a few of us, 

you can do that through ―Blackboard Tools‖ and ―Send Email.‖ Contact information  for Dr. 

Pfeiler and myself, including phone numbers and ―office hours,‖ are available under ― 

Instructors‖ in the left panel on blackboard. Let us know if you have a skype account, so we can 

add you to our list under ―Skype names.‖ If you have technical questions or problems, you 

should send an email to blackboard@american.edu and copy Dr. Pfeiler and myself on your 

correspondence, so we know what issues you are experiencing. 

 

Blogs 

Be sure to enter a blog post for all to read AND submit it as a word file attachment, so the 

instructors can provide individual feedback. You can attach this document to your blog entry. 

We will post further instructions for blog assignments when and where they are required.  

 

Online Discussions 

Always keep in mind: There are no right or wrong answers or stupid questions. 

Throughout each weekly discussion, you may include links to other websites, embed video, and 

include graphics. 

 

Netiquette  (Practical Advice) 
This is probably not necessary anymore, since most of you are probably very familiar with the 

online world, but just in case, I wanted to remind everyone that writing something online is not 

the same as saying it in the classroom. While this ―classroom‖ on blackboard is only available 

for those of us enrolled in the course, it is sill a place where your words stay long after you put 

them there. You should keep a few things in mind: 

 

 

1 -- To avoid losing text for whatever unexpected reason, you should compose your response in 

MS Word or another word processor and then paste it into the text box.   

  

2 -- Proofread and polish your response before posting it. Your prose need not be as polished as 

in the formal papers, and ideas count more than style in these responses, but elegant and dynamic  

prose is always welcome. 
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3 -- Aim for the word requirement as specified in the assignments that we send out each week - 

going over is allowed as long as you're writing productively and not repeating yourself. 

  

4 -- Before posting your response, it's a good idea to read what your classmates have responded 

already—We encourage cross-response conversations. If you're responding to another posting, 

refer to your group mates (s) by name. If you're the first or one of the first to post a response, by 

all means go back later to see what the others have written in your group discussion. 

  

5 -- Late entries and entries that are half-hearted, confusing, or mechanically messy will receive 

no credit. 

  

Points for online discussions: 

1 - Poor: an entry almost devoid of original thought, perhaps full of mechanical errors and/or 

opaque language 

2 - You can do better: the entry has some merit, but little original thought and/or much unclear or 

unpolished writing 

3 - Meets requirements: your entry reads well and contributes usefully to the class discussion. 

4 - Exceeds Expectations: . . .in the quality of analysis and/or quality of writing 

(Slightly adapted From: ―Teaching Online Fall 2009‖ AU) 

 

Some more suggestions on how to interact with others in your discussion posts: 
 wait to respond - think first, then post 

 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. We encourage you to disagree politely and ask 

challenging questions but avoid negative comments, ALL CAPS, !!!, or ??? that 

offend rather than enhance the discussion 

 be polite and use positive language 

 be careful with humor - sarcasm or irony usually does not work online 

 

Let us know if you have any questions about this! 

 

 

 

Information Literacy Tutorial (links to AU online tutorial) 

 

You do not have to take the entire tutorial, but you are certainly welcome to. It has a lot of 

helpful information for conducting your own research. The two sections you should definitely 

take for this course are: 

 Section 4: Evaluating Information 

 Section 5: Citing Information 

 

Introductions (link to group blog entry area) 

 

 

 

http://www.library.american.edu/tutorial/
https://blackboard.american.edu/webapps/blackboard/content/launchLink.jsp?course_id=_35207_1&content_id=_939098_1&mode=view

