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This will have to be a scanty report. I did not have the time to survey the students myself, which is 

my normal operating procedure. The course is new and is meant to follow a departmental and 

“faculty”-level mandate that Master’s seminars correspond to the research fields of scholars. I 

generally favor this approach, but one problem with it is the potential for a clash between the 

scholar’s interests and the general established interests of the students. Each teaching section may 

be said to have a student “culture” and in North American Studies, students’ predominate interests 

are in every day politics, sociology and social politics—certainly not cultural or urban studies. Some 

of this is due to the predominant course offerings in NA Studies but much of it reflects an inherited 

student culture going back many years. In 4515, there were eight students, six of them in North 

American Studies, one in the History of Ideas and one in Human Geography.  The two students from 

outside North American Studies were welcome additions to the class, but they had already chosen a 

topic within their programs (which is to be expected). All of the six North American students had 

already chosen a topic and only of them was with me. 

From this background we can conclude the following. As a research seminar that leads to the 

development of research topics, the course was a failure even before it started. It amounted to a 

“service course” for students already engaged in research on a different topic. None of the North 

American students will write on the topic of American cities and only one of the students had chosen 

me as her advisor (previously). Thus, I don’t believe the course functioned as it was meant to. This is 

can be reflection of two things: (1) the difficulty of influencing the students’ culture (as mentioned 

above) which could be helped by producing a clearer statement of the intents and purposes of North 

American Studies as part of a humanistic program; (2) more germane to the question of this 

particular course, is its placement in the teaching rotation: i.e., it is somewhat futile to offer seminars 

in the spring semester after most students have already chosen research topics in the fall.  Given the 

lack of takers for cities as a research topic, I question whether the placement of this course in the 

spring semester serves the students’ best interests. A student writing on a topic at great variance to 

American Cities should have been taking a seminar in another department that fits his or her topic 

area. 

A second problem is that our students have very little background in urban history and urban 

planning; and their experience in cultural studies is very limited (but better than it was just three 

years ago). I had realized that I would be dealing with a lack of background to begin with and tailored 

the course to provide necessary introductions as well as delving into more difficult material. Here I 

think the outcome was fairly positive. A new course will always have holes in the curriculum and 

4515 was no exception, but I was very pleased with the student essays in terms both of response to 

the course materials and independent research. According to the official surveys, students also 

seemed generally pleased with the course. There were many good papers, which is reassuring and 

suggests that the proper placement of the course may produce better results next time. 
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