Course Description: American Spaces/Places


The continental landmasses the we know as “the Americas” have a long and complex history shaped by the cultures of diverse peoples, among them the ancient Anasazi, the Mound Builders of the Southeast, the Caribs and Tainos contacted by Columbus, the “Indians” he named and their many diversified tribes; African slaves brought by European colonists to mine their gold and grow their rice, generations of free people of African heritage; and the successive waves of immigration from Europe, Africa, Asia, continuing into the present.


These varied peoples have marked and are marking geographical and conceptual spaces with their economic, social and political arrangements, their storytelling, their languages, their ideologies, their visual art, music and science. This course offers an orientation to some of these marked spaces.


What are, for example, some of the stories that have helped make and unmake the border(s) between North and South America? What are some of the values and meanings associated with these spaces and borders? Whether pertaining to the continental spaces of North and South America or the intimate spaces of our homes and neighborhoods, this course considers the social and cultural constructions of these regions and division as highly charged processes. These spaces are not settled and complete. Rather, they are often unfinished and contested, fraught with conflicts, debates, ambiguities and ambivalences.

Some of the topics this course may focus on are the borderlands between the U.S. and Mexico and/or Canada, the creation of inner-city ghettos and suburban communities, the mythologies of a western frontier and the open roads, the emergence of democratic ideas of freedom, independence and equality, the designing and building of memorial sites and racial segregation.


Four sections of the course will be taught in Fall 2010, each based on a different syllabus (attached) that addresses this general description. All sections of the course will include exposure to physical geographies, discussion of the methods and insights of interdisciplinary work, and comparative approaches that help us to overcome the post World War II celebration of U.S. exceptionalism that influenced the founding of American Studies.

Justification:


This course introduces students to how values and meanings are created in American society and culture by focusing on the conflicts and debates surrounding the production of spaces and borders. It encourages students to question the established “order of things” by considering the continuing processes involved in the making and unmaking of identities and places. Depending on the instructor, this course has the potential to incorporate a variety of disciplinary perspectives, such as sociology, history, literature, art, urban studies, economics and philosophy. By doing so, the course allows students to make connections with various other courses and interests. It also encourages students to develop an awareness of disciplinary practices as themselves ordering processes. How, for example do the ways North and South American are divided affect the studying and understanding of American society and culture? How is this geographical division imbued with values and meanings in literature, history? What happens to our understandings when we begin to problematize these naturalized borders? Finally, this course encourages students to engage in critical thinking and analyses of their immediate surroundings for it provides the tools to investigate not only “texts” but the spaces and borders around them. 

Each version of this course incorporates comparative approaches, pays careful attention to diversity, and includes a historical perspective. Students will use primary documents, among them maps, diaries, literary works, film, historic photographs, oral history, as well as secondary sources exploring sociological, anthropological and historical approaches.


Each section will end in a research project, studying the nature and history of Queens as a microcosm of the American experience. Learning goals will include the research and use of primary materials as well as synthesizing knowledge into a final project. Students will be encouraged to attend free events and field trips sponsored by the New York Chapter of the American Studies Association.

In many ways, American Studies is an ideal subject for students to experience early in their Queens College careers, and is of special importance to the Queens College student population, which is made up of many first and second generation immigrants who need to put U.S. history and culture in comparative relation to their own lives. 

Course Materials, Assignments and Activities:

Course materials will range from primary to secondary materials, including maps, founding documents, literary texts, historical analysis, film and theoretical works. A combined final project, based on the idea of Queens as a case study for the issues examined during coursework, will result in either a conference or an online or print publication, produced jointly by all sections. We hope to screen the films our grant has enabled us to buy for all the sections of the course and to present speakers on common occasions. 
Selected Annotated Bibliography: This partial list includes some works that will be taught in each of the four sections. For complete listing, see the appended syllabi.
The Corporation  2004 (145 minutes), a documentary produced and made by Canadians, explains how a corporation is a group of individuals who legally become a single individual with the same legal rights and protections of a citizen, but with none of the liabilities. The film reveals the ethical and legal realities if the rise of business corporations in the U.S. and globally, and the far-reaching political and economic effects. 

“Bartleby the Scrivener: A Story of Wall Street,” by Herman Melville, is a nineteenth century short story whose narrator, a Wall Street attorney, struggles with his own attempts to negotiate between his humanistic sympathies with Bartleby , his enigmatic unproductive employee, and his own practical profit-driven instincts.

Gilfoyle, Timothy. A Pickpocket’s Tale. A recently rediscovered diary of a nineteenth-century Chinese-Irish pickpocket, this txt will enable students to examine a primary document of life in New York City a century ago, while addressing issues of class and ethnicity.

Mitchell, W.J.T. Landscape and Power. This interdisciplinary work examines the ways in which the act of landscaping is always an act of ideology.

Jacobs, Jane. The Life and Death of Cities. This seminal work addresses the politics of urban development and its effects on the lives of everyday people.

Mather, Cotton. The Wonders of the Invisible World. This early American text established a foundation of Anglo-American fantasies of the American wilderness. 

Assessment: 
The assessment of the American Studies 110 will take place at two levels. First, the syllabi will be assessed by the program administrator based on the following criteria:
· --the use of 2+ different methodologies in the course of the semester;

· --an inquiry into 2+ different historical moments;

· - at least one comparative cultural unit (involving meaningful analysis of the U.S. in conversation with another nation or culture.

The second level of assessment will be based on a final, ungraded essay assignment given to students at the end of the semester that asks them to synthesize what they feel they have learned over the course of the semester. It will be the professor’s job to read these over (not grade) and create a 2-page reflection on the student’s responses. This reflective essay will address how well students were able to articulate the nature of the discipline, their own interests in the field, and its connection to broader issues in college. If the professor notes any serious concerns, he or she can take this time to address potential changes that would correct those problems in future iterations of the course. This reflection will be put on file with the syllabi and together the documents will constitute a source for assessing the success of the course.

American Studies 110 Student Assessment Assignment:

As an ungraded final project, students should be given the below standard essay question that asks them to reflect in their class and the discipline. The goal of this question is to use the student’s own understanding of AmericanStudies 110 as a guide to the quality and content of the class experience. The professor can give the students an hour to answer the question and should encourage students to bring in their notes and other course texts to help them write the essay. The question will read:

“Reflect on your work over the past semester and discuss the issue of ‘space’ as we have talked about it in class. How has this understanding of space shaped your work this semester? How might these ideas help you in your future coursework and in other disciplines?”

We ask that all American Studies 110 instructors use the above question sometime in the last sessions of their course and give the students a full hour to answer and reflect. After the instructors collect and consider the answers, they will write a reflection of about two pages about how the collective answers tell us about the success of shortcomings of the course experience. This reflection should be submitted to Bette Weidman at the beginning of the following semester.

Administration: 

For the first semester, Fall 2010, three sections of this course will be taught by adjunct faculty and one section by a full-time faculty member who is also the director of American Studies. For the past ten years, Professor Bette Weidman has been the director and sole administrator of the American Studies Program, advising students and determining which courses across the disciplines shall be cross-listed as American Studies courses. With this grant and the revision of American Studies 110 and 110W into an academic community, we propose shared administration of these duties and curriculum development among the faculty teaching sections of American Studies 110.


For Fall 2010, there are fourfaculty members teaching, plus an additional graduate fellow participating in the grant from the start, whose main focus is assessment of the revised course curriculum. We propose that these faculty members meet three times during the semester, at the beginning, middle and end, to assess how the course learning goals are being implemented,to assess the progress of student learning throughout the semester, to coordinate a joint semester project among all of the sections, and to continue developing the discipline of American Studies at Queens College.


To make this possible, it will be necessary to provide a semester budget of $2200 ($400 for each of four participating adjunct faculty) plus $600 for the rotating adjunct faculty member serving as community leader, who will be in charge of the process. No additional payment is budgeted for the full-time program director, who currently receives one course of release time in the spring semester. 


We also propose creating a space or office along with a computer and printer where this American Studies community faculty can meet for curriculum planning, where student advisement can occur, and where texts, films, materials and assessment data can be gathered and stored. 

