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Course: AMS 101 
Course title: Introduction to American Studies 
Professor: Preston Taylor Stone (pts25@miami.edu) 
Office hours: Wed, Thurs, Fri at 1-3:30pm 
 
 
What is America? 
 
Childish Gambino and Director Hiro Murai offer an answer to this question in the hit music 
video: “This is America.” We will begin with Gambino’s words and trace different perspectives 
in order to understand how to answer the question What is America? We will look to historical, 
economic, political, sociological, and literary definitions of the “land of the free, home of the 
brave” and interrogate each perspective using close reading, new historicist, and cultural studies 
methods. This course will encourage students to think in different ways about how nationhood, 
nationality, and nationalism are defined in the American context. Students will be required to 
read various texts from scholars, poets, and authors; write two essays in addition to smaller 
writing assignments inside and outside of class throughout the semester. For the final exam, 
students may opt to take an in-class cumulative exam or write a third essay. We will read the 
work of Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, Michael Lind, Mimi Thi Nguyen, W.E.B. DuBois, Walt 
Whitman, Claude McKay, John Milton Oskison, Toni Morrison, Joy Harjo, R.O. Kwan, Viet 
Thanh Nguyen, Nafissa Thompson-Spires, and Ben Fountain. We will also look at visual albums 
including Dirty Computer by Janelle Monáe and LEMONADE by Beyoncé as well as Ava 
DuVernay’s documentary 13th. 
 
Policies & Assignments 
 
Participation and Attendance: Students are required to have completed the reading in enough 
time to come to class with opinions or thoughts about the reading in order to discuss these 
thoughts with the class. Each student is allotted 4 unexcused absences (two weeks) and 3 tardies. 
After a student has missed 4 classes, each following absence will result in a half-letter grade 
deduction from the student’s final grade. More than 10 absences will result in the student failing 
the course. After a student has been late (tardy) 3 times, each following time the student is late 
will result in 1/3 an absence. Once a student has been late to class 6 times, they will receive an 
absence. Students who are consistently distracted in class (texting, browsing the internet, etc.) 
will be marked absent. 
 
On Accessibility and Acceptance: Every student, no matter their identity, ideology, or ability, 
is welcome and valued in this classroom. No student should ever feel unwelcome or unsafe in 
this classroom. Students with accessibility requirements are provided for by the University of 
Miami’s Office of Disability Services (ODS) and may contact this office at 305-284-2374 or 
disabilityservices@miami.edu to make any requests for accessibility. 
 
Essays: Each student will be required to write Essay 1 (3-5pgs double-spaced in MLA format) 
and Essay 2 (5-7 pgs double-spaced in MLA format). Each assignment will have its own handout 
and each student is encouraged to work on this essay before the week it is due, consulting both 
myself in office hours and tutors in the Writing Center in the Richter Library (305-284-2956). 
Essay 1 will require students to “read” a piece we have discussed (theoretical, literary, or visual) 
and formulate an argument based on a pattern or set of observations the student finds compelling 
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enough to follow (evidence-based argumentative paper). Essay 2 will require students to 
interpret a piece of literary or visual culture (novel, story, poem, film, video) through the lens of 
a theoretical text. This will entail placing the theoretical approach’s main ideas alongside 
observations the student gleans from the literary or visual piece in order to analyze how the 
theoretical text complexifies or validates different aspects of the literary/visual piece (analytical 
essay). 
 
Finally, if one chooses not to take the cumulative final exam, she may write Essay 3 (8-10pgs 
double-spaced in MLA format). This essay will be in response to a question related to the subject 
of the class, such as “What is America?” and will require the student to formulate an argument 
using evidence from several literary, theoretical, and visual pieces from the course. 
 
Weekly Writing Assignments: Students are required to write a 1-2 page (double-spaced) 
interpretive essay about a reading from the previous week at least ten times throughout the 
semester. Students may include information from the classroom discussion of the piece but are 
required to root their interpretation in evidence from the “text” itself. Students are encouraged to 
use direct quotations or specific scenes for these analytical essays. These essays are due no later 
than Sunday night at midnight. As students are only required to do 10 of these, students may opt 
out of doing one on a week when they are particularly busy. However, students are cautioned to 
not wait until the final ten weeks of the course to complete these, as the end of the semester will 
also come with work from other classes, preparation for the final exam, and essays 2 (& 3). 
 
Grading: All grading for weekly writing assignments is final. If you are extraordinarily 
dissatisfied with your grade on an essay, you may meet with me privately. Instructors are not 
allowed to discuss a student’s grades outside of a private setting, so please do not approach me 
directly before, after, or during our class. 

 
Grading Breakdown      
Class Participation/Attendance  150 pts 
Weekly Writing Assignments (10)  150 pts 
Essay 1     100 pts 
Essay 2     100 pts 
Essay 3 OR Final Exam   500 pts 
               1000 pts 

 
Grading Scale: 
A: 900-1000 pts 
B: 800-899 pts 
C: 700-799 pts 
D: 600-699 pts 
F: £ 599 pts 

 
Rubrics: Each essay assignment will come with a rubric. 
 
Final Exam: If a student does not wish to write a third essay, she may take the final exam. The 
final exam will be cumulative in content, will consist of 3 separate sections: multiple choice, 
short answer, and essay. Students are encouraged to review their notes and the texts from the 
course in preparation for this exam. The final exam is not open-book or open-notes.  
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Schedule 
 
Week 1 

T: “This Land” by Roxanne Dunbar Ortiz 
R: “Land of Promise” by Michael Lind 

 
Week 2 

T: “I. The Black Worker” “II. The White Worker” and “XVII. The Propaganda of 
History” by W.E.B. Dubois 

R: “The Empire of Freedom” by Mimi Thi Nguyen 
 
Week 3 

T: “America,” “For You O Democracy,” “I Hear America Singing,” “Long, too long 
America,” “Come Up from the Fields Father,” and “Preface” to Leaves of Grass 
by Walt Whitman 

R: “America,” “Harlem Shadows,” “The Harlem Dancer,” “If We Must Die,” “Tropics in 
New York,” “The Tired Worker,” “The Lynching,” and “To the White Fiends,” 
by Claude McKay 

 
Week 4 

T: “The Conqueror,” “A Capitalist at Dinner,” “The Dominant White,” “The Beast,” 
“The White House,” “To the Intrenched Classes,” “The White City,” and 
“Enslaved,” by Claude McKay 

R: “How to Write a Poem in a Time of War,” “An American Sunrise,” “Eagle Poem,” “A 
Map to the Next World,” “When the World As We Knew It Ended,” “Tobacco 
Origin Story,” “Perhaps the World Ends Hear,” and “Conflict Resolution for Holy 
Beings” by Joy Harjo 

Week 5 
T: The Singing Bird by John Milton Oskison 
R: The Singing Bird by John Milton Oskison 
 

Week 6 
T: The Singing Bird by John Milton Oskison 
R: A Mercy by Toni Morrison 

 
 
Week 7 

T: A Mercy by Toni Morrison 
R: A Mercy by Toni Morrison 

 
Week 8 

T: LEMONADE by Beyoncé 
**Essay 1 due** 

R: 13th by Ava DuVernay and Citizen by Claudia Rankine 
 
Week 9 ~ Spring Break ~ 
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Week 10 
T: The Madonnas of Echo Park by Brando Skyhorse 
R: The Madonnas of Echo Park by Brando Skyhorse 

 
Week 11 

T: The Refugees by Viet Thanh Nguyen 
R: The Refugees by Viet Thanh Nguyen 

 
Week 12 

T: Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime Walk by Ben Fountain 
R: Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime Walk by Ben Fountain 

 
Week 13 

T: Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime Walk by Ben Fountain 
R: Heads of the Colored People by Nafissa Thompson-Spires 

 
Week 14 

T: Heads of the Colored People by Nafissa Thompson-Spires 
R: Dirty Computer by Janelle Monáe and “Who Said It Was Simple” and “Power” by 

Audre Lorde 
**Essay 2 due** 

 
Week 15 

T: The Incendiaries by R.O. Kwon 
R: The Incendiaries by R.O. Kwon 
 

**Final exam May 3, 3-5:30pm OR Essay 3 due May 3, 5:30pm** 


