
 

The American Dream:  
A Multidisciplinary Journey from Jay Gatsby to Jay-Z 

 
What is the “American dream,” exactly? Is it owning your own home? Having a decent job? Choosing your own destiny? 
Providing a better life for your children? Ensuring that everyone has an equal opportunity to succeed? Or is the American 
dream merely the nostalgic residue of an Empire in decline? 
 
From its earliest appearance during the Great Depression of the 1930s to the rampant economic inequality of our own era, 
the concept of the American dream has been used to bolster national identity, extol the practical morality of hard work, 
inflate the housing bubble of the early-2000s, and provide ready-made storylines for everything from films, TV, and 
popular music to professional football and economic policy. And in what may be its true mark of cultural relevance, it’s 
even used to sell beer. 
 
This survey traces the development of the idea of the American dream through five separate, yet closely-interconnected 
units: (1) “What Do We Mean When We Talk about the American Dream?” examines the origins of the concept 
and how it became the most powerful feature of America’s national mythology since Manifest Destiny; (2) “Education, 
Literacy, and the Promise of Prosperity” explores the roles that literacy and education at all levels (and particularly 
the promises embodied in higher education) have played in building America’s once-great middle class; (3) “The 
American Dream in Popular Media” takes an in-depth look at several cultural/aesthetic artifacts ranging from 
Hunter S. Thompson’s Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Monopoly to Jay-Z and Breaking Bad; (4) “Religion, 
Faith, and Upward Mobility” surveys popular beliefs about spirituality and prosperity; and the semester concludes 
with (5) “Can We Still Speak of an American Dream?”—a final reflection on whether (and to what extent) 
something like the American dream still exists. 
 
At the end of the semester, you will be able to:                                      

 
Learning Outcomes and Objectives Assessment 

Develop a broad sense of  literacy, which in this course 
means the capacity to think, read, and write about complex 
ideas and their historical, socio-cultural, and political 
dimensions;   

Course readings, class discussions, quizzes, and weekly 
reading responses (forums) 

Apply your developing literacy to public life and what it 
means to be an engaged citizen of a democracy; 

Course readings, class discussions, quizzes, and weekly 
reading responses (forums) 

Speak and write intelligently and confidently about the 
historical, cultural, economic, and political development of 
the concept of the American dream;  

Course readings, class discussions, quizzes, and weekly 
reading responses (forums) 

Develop and support a compelling argument concerning 
the vitality and richness of the American dream as an idea 
in your own experience and research;  

Final writing project, Artifact Analysis & Presentation, and 
weekly reading responses (forums) 

Recognize and understand the multidisciplinary nature of a 
concept like the American dream and how it has been 
shaped by multiple and diverse forces;  

Final writing project, course readings, class discussions, 
quizzes, and weekly reading responses (forums) 

Recognize and understand how an idea as complex as the 
American Dream must be approached through a 
multidisciplinary lens (history, cultural studies, literature 
and language, economics, political science, etc.); 

Course readings, class discussions, quizzes, and weekly 
reading responses (forums) 

Read and understand challenging academic texts such as 
scholarly articles and monographs. 

Course readings, class discussions, quizzes, and weekly 
reading responses (forums) 

 

                                                 
1 My office is located on the second floor of the front side of the Main Building (KO). As you walk in the front doors (the main entrance), 
take a hard right and ascend the stairs. At the top of the stairs, simply turn left and walk down the long corridor. My office is almost on 
the end of the hallway on the right—KO 232. If you get to the lounge at the end of the hall, you’ve gone approximately ten feet too far! 

 

ENG-W 210 (34234) 
Literacy and Public Life 
Spring 2014 
TR 4 to 5:15pm 
KO 289 
Office telephone: 765/455.9229 
 

Instructor: Paul Cook 
Office: KO 2321  

E-mail: paulcook@iuk.edu 
Office Hours: W, 1 to 3:00pm and R, 11:00am to 

12:00pm, and by appointment  
(see below for more details) 
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Required Texts  
Ehrenreich, Barbara. Bait and Switch: The (Futile) Pursuit of the American Dream. New York: Metropolitan, 2005. Print. 
 
Fitzgerald, F. Scott. The Great Gatsby. 1925. Intro. Matthew J. Bruccoli. New York: Scribner, 1995. Print.  
 
Samuel, Lawrence R. The American Dream: A Cultural History. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse UP, 2012. Print.  
 
Thompson, Hunter S. Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas: A Savage Journey to the Heart of the American Dream. New 
 York: Random House, 1972. Print.  
 
Consider our Oncourse readings to be a fifth required text for this course: I will frequently post required readings to 
Oncourse, typically in .pdf format, and you must download, print, and bring these readings to class.  
 
I encourage you to get into the habit of “reading actively.” That is, you should learn to read with a pencil or pen in hand so 
that you can really engage with the text—for example, underline and circle passages, write comments, observations, and 
questions in the margins, and jot down ideas as they come to you.   
 
You will also need… 

*To set up your IU Box account so you can save multiple drafts of your work in cloud storage. Simply click on the 
hyperlink in the previous sentence (hold down the Ctrl key and click with your mouse) and log in to your IU Box account 
with your IUK username and passphrase. This will take you right to your IU Box account.   
 
**A sturdy notebook or binder in which to keep notes, drafts, handouts, and in-class writing exercises. 
 

Assignments and Grading 
Forums = 25% 
Forums are at the heart of our course. Most every week, you will be asked to post to whichever Forum we’re working in 
that week. These posts will vary widely based on what we’re covering at the moment. Sometimes Forum posts will be 
responses to the readings; sometimes they might be your reactions to something that’s happening in the news or I might 
ask you to complete a freewrite that may become a rough draft of your Final Project (see below). Generally speaking, each 
Forum post should be thoughtful, revised, and proofread prior to posting. Remember that you are posting material to the 
rest of our class, so you should take care to think about your online ethos: how you consciously present yourself to others 
in an online environment. For much more detailed information on what is expected of you in your Forum 
posts, check out the handout “Guidelines for Forum Posts” in the “Assignment Sheets” folder in the 
Resources tab in Oncourse.  
 
Before 11:30pm on most Wednesday nights, you will post your primary or “official” post to the forums. Primary 
posts represent your “official” response to that week’s prompt. They are more involved, longer posts that are graded on a 
ten-point scale (10=outstanding/impressive [100], 9=very good [90], 8=good/ average [80], 7=below average [70], 

6=very lacking [60], 5=severely lacking/minimal effort/incomplete [50], or 0=no credit [0]).2 The highest score a late 
primary post can earn is a 7. 
 
Before 11:30pm on most Friday nights, you will post at least two secondary posts to the forums (this is the 
minimum; you are always encouraged to post as much and as often as you like). Secondary posts are your responses to the 
primary posts of your colleagues: questions, observations, insights, responses, etc. Secondary posts are graded on a five-
point scale (5=outstanding/impressive [100], 4=good/meets expectations [80], 3=lacking [60], 2=severely lacking [40], 
1=minimal effort/incomplete [10], and 0=no credit [0]. The highest score a late secondary post can earn is a 3.      
 

In-class Activities (ICAs) = 10% 
In most of our class meetings, you will be asked to complete some sort of in-class activity or assignment, such as a 
freewrite at the start of class, or perhaps a group activity, or an impromptu, written reflection on some concept or theme. 
Like primary Forums, ICAs will be graded on a ten-point scale (10=outstanding/impressive [100], 9=very good [90], 
8=good/average [80], 7=below average [70], 6=lacking [60], 5=severely lacking/minimal effort/incomplete [50], or 0=no 
credit [0]). The highest score a late assignment can earn is a 7. ICAs cannot be made-up under any circumstances, but I 
will drop your lowest score (including “zeroes”).  

                                                 
2 You do not receive a “10” or a “5” simply by completing an assignment and fulfilling all of the required criteria: these grades are 

reserved for entries and posts that “go above and beyond” the call of the assignment; a “10” or a “5” is considered an exceptional 

grade, in other words, not just the score you receive for completing an assignment or meeting expectations.  

https://iu.box.com/login
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Class Participation = 10% 
See “Attendance and Participation” below.  

 

Quizzes = 10% 
Frequently, we will have short, five-item quizzes designed to give you further incentive to read carefully and closely and to 
gauge your comprehension of the readings. Some quizzes will be given in class, while others will be administered through 
the Tests & Surveys tab in Oncourse. We will have approximately 10 quizzes over the course of the semester, and I will 
drop your lowest quiz grade (including “zeroes”). 
 

Artifact Analysis & Presentation = 10% 
Each of you will choose an artifact that you think epitomizes or embodies some aspect of the American Dream. An 
“artifact” here could be (almost) anything: for instance, an article about US immigration and homelessness, for example, 
or a song, or an advertisement that uses the imagery of the American Dream to sell products. An artifact could even be a 
Facebook conversation or a Tweet or even a short video—it’s up to you, so long as you can explain to use in your 
presentation how this artifact embodies or reflects or traffics in some aspect of the American Dream. Once you’ve decided 
on an artifact to analyze, you will design a brief (5 to 7 minute), informal presentation to be given in one of our class 
meetings (you will have some freedom in choosing when you would like to present). Your presentation should be 
accompanied by a one-page (front and back is fine) handout that you will distribute to the class. Please make plans soon to 
speak with me or run your idea by me and set a couple of possible dates for your Artifact Analysis & Presentation 
assignment. We will start these presentations in Week 3 and we will continue until the end of the semester.   
  

Final Project Proposal (10%) + Final Writing Project (25%) = 35% 
Your Final Project will consist of a 5 to 7 page research paper on some aspect of the American Dream. Final Projects 
must include at least 5 outside sources, and they are due at the end of the semester (in Week 16). For more 
information on the Final Project, please see the “Assignments” folder in the Resources tab in OC.   
 
In Week 9 you will submit a Final Project proposal that (1) outlines in detailed terms the aspect of the American dream on 
which you’re going to focus in your Final Project; (2) a detailed explanation of why this aspect appeals to you and why you 
think it is significant or interesting enough to warrant further exploration; (3) a statement and explanation as to whether 
your paper will be argumentative (i.e., a thesis-driven argument supported with credible, scholarly evidence) or 
exploratory (i.e., a more informative overview or “journey” that explores some aspect of the American Dream); and (4) 
where you’re going to locate the bulk of your research (be specific: what types of sources will you use? Will they be 
primarily popular or scholarly? Literary? Why or why not?). Everyone should plan to consult with me individually about 
your projects throughout the semester.  

 

Extra Credit (“Outstanding Classroom Citizenship”) = +2% 
You may also earn a whopping +2 points extra credit added to your overall course grade for providing what I determine 
is an extraordinary level of class leadership in terms of leading and facilitating thoughtful, considerate discussions in class 
and in the Forums, submitting all work on time, and generally being a good citizen of our class. This extra credit is applied 
solely at my discretion.  

Oncourse, E-mail, and Office Hours (Physical and Virtual) 
We will be using Oncourse extensively this semester to (a) send and receive messages and important announcements about 
the course; (b) draft, develop, and maintain your forums; (c) keep track of graded assignments; (d) complete and post some 
out of class assignments, including the Final Writing Project; and (e) post and download important supplemental readings, 
documents, and other information. Whenever possible, please use the messaging function in Oncourse to send 
messages to me. (This is the best way to get in touch with me, although sending e-mails directly to paulcook@iuk.edu is 
fine, too, if no other option is available at the moment.) I will also frequently send out class e-mails and announcements 
through Oncourse covering everything from changes in the course schedule to announcements regarding instructor illness or 
inclement weather, so please get into the habit of checking our Oncourse page frequently (at least once every day). If you 
have any questions about how to access or use Oncourse, please don’t hesitate to let me know.  
 
Please also feel free to drop by during my office hours or make an appointment for another time that works for you. I want to 
discuss the class and your work with you, and utilizing office hours is an excellent way for us to address any concerns you 
might have about the class, your progress or performance, and/or any of your questions about the course material and your 
projects and interests. 
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Readings 
The weekly reading assignments in this course will be challenging and (occasionally) quite long. We will be reading texts 
ranging from contemporary academic scholarship in cultural studies (e.g., Samuel’s The American Dream) to “capital L” 
Literature (e.g., Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby) and even some pretty “far out” stuff (e.g., Thompson’s Fear and Loathing 
in Las Vegas). These readings are fun and exciting, but they will require you to practice a mode of patient, careful, 
attentive reading to which you may not yet be accustomed.  
 
For instance, when you come across a word you don’t understand, look it up in an online dictionary (the Oxford English 
Dictionary is best and free for IU students through http://www.iuk.edu/academics/library/); when you find a concept or 
reference with which you’re unfamiliar, look it up on Wikipedia and read the entry until the passage you’re wrestling with 
starts to make sense. Mark any and all passages in your books that you would like to discuss in class, that you think are 
particularly noteworthy, or that don’t make sense to you. We will discuss these passages in class. In short, you will need to 
read closely, carefully, and slowly.  
 
You should expect to read—in the manner I’ve just briefly described—at least 25 to 50 pages for each weekly class 
meeting. And a few times the reading load will be heavier. Please get into a weekly if not daily reading habit that works for 
you and stick to it. This will be key to your success and learning in this course. If ever you have any questions or concerns 
about our readings, please don’t hesitate to let me know.   

 
Attendance and Participation 
While there will be some lecture in this course, this class is not a lecture-only course. Given the small size of the class, it’s 
vital to the overall success of this course that you come to class regularly, complete the readings, make time to reflect on 
what you’ve read, take careful notes on the readings and lectures, and participate enthusiastically in class discussions.  
 
You will receive two class participation grades: one at around midterm and the other at the end of the semester; this way, 
you can bring up your midterm participation grade by actively participating in the second half of the semester.    
Baseline (“C”-level) participation requirements are that you come to class every time we meet, take notes, and complete all 
assigned readings. Contributing thoughtful comments and asking questions will raise your participation grade to a “B.” 
Consistently contributing interesting and insightful comments and ideas and providing leadership in class discussions will 
earn an “A.”  
 
When you miss class, you miss important information and mandatory in-class activities (which cannot be made-up), and 
classmates miss your input and ideas. If you are absent, you are responsible for finding out what we covered in class and 
for submitting in advance any assignments due on that day. I reserve the right to change the course schedule at any time, 
and it is your responsibility to stay on top of these changes. If you feel comfortable doing so, swap cell numbers or e-mail 
addresses with the person next to you; this way, if ever you do miss class, you can find out what you missed with little to 
no trouble.  
  
Your course grade will drop by one letter grade (10%) if you miss more than 10% of our classes (or 4 class periods); you 
will automatically fail the course if you miss more than 20% of our classes (or 8 class periods). If an emergency or other 
significant, unplanned life event forces you to miss several class periods, please contact me as soon as possible so we can 
discuss your options. Just to simplify: you can miss up to 3 class meetings for any reason without receiving a 
penalty. Beyond that you will receive a penalty for another absence for any reason. Please don’t miss any more than 3 
class meetings. 

 
Academic Honesty and Plagiarism 
“A student must not adopt or reproduce ideas, words, or statements of another person without an appropriate 
acknowledgement. A student must give due credit to the originality of others and acknowledge an indebtedness whenever 
he or she does any of the following: (a) quotes another person’s actual words, either oral or written; (b) paraphrases 

I am also available to chat about projects, ideas, and questions you may have via Oncourse and Skype (cookpg is my Skype 
“handle”), as well as by phone (803/479.6597 is my home/cell number). (To download Skype for free, go to 
http://www.skype.com/en/.) Mondays through Fridays, I will typically respond to an Oncourse message within a matter of 
hours, while it might take me a day or two to get back to you over the weekends and holidays. If you have an issue or question 
that you feel would be more efficiently handled via a phone or Skype conversation, please feel free to arrange a time to speak 
with me either via phone or Skype. I simply ask that we arrange our “virtual” appointment via Oncourse message first. I look 
forward to working with you and learning more about your ideas, projects, questions, and goals for the course.    

 

http://www.iuk.edu/academics/library/
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another person’s words, either oral or written; (c) uses another person’s idea, theory, or material unless information is 
common knowledge.”  Source: Indiana University Code of Student Ethics. (Note that “intent” is not a factor here.)   
 
“Double dipping,” or submitting a writing project for two or more courses (whether they’re IUK courses or not), 
constitutes plagiarism and will result in a grade of zero and possible disciplinary action. If you have an idea for a writing 
project from another class that you would like to further develop in this class, please consult with me. I’m more than 
willing to help you develop your ideas and plan writing projects that will do work for you, but simply submitting the same 
essay for multiple classes is not acceptable under any circumstances.  
 
Knowing the boundaries between acceptable and unacceptable uses of other’s work, texts, or ideas can be tricky 
sometimes, and we will spend some time in class discussing the boundaries of acceptable use, the nature of research, and 
when, where, and how to appropriately document source materials. 

 
Final Grades and Late Assignments 
A standard ten-point scale (A+=97-100; A=94-96; A-=90-93; B+=87-89; B=84-86; B-=80-83; C+=77-79; C=74-76; C-
=70-73; D+=67-69; D=64-66; D-=60-63; F=everything else) will be used.   
 
Late work will not be accepted under any circumstances. If a bona fide emergency or significant life event forces you to 
miss class, please let me know as soon as is reasonable so that we can discuss your options.  

 

Writing Center (Library KA 128) 
Don’t forget to utilize the Writing Center that your tuition dollars support! The IUK Writing Center is open Monday 
through Thursday, 9am to 7pm, Friday, 10am to 2pm, and Saturday, 12:30-4:30pm. Remember that many of IU Kokomo’s 
very best students understand that seeking out a response to one`s writing is a necessary part of the learning/writing 
process. Several of the staff who presently work in the Center have or are currently working toward a teaching license, and 
many are graduate students. Stop by or call for a 30 minute appointment: 455-9425, Option #1. 
 
You can now instant message the tutors your quick questions (grammar, citing, etc.) using campus contacts. Visit our 
website at http://www.iuk.edu/writing-center where you can 
 

▪ Ask a more detailed question online by using the “Ask a Tutor” e-mail option. 
▪ See a list of Grammar Girl podcasts on hundreds of usage and other English language concerns. 
▪ Discover which helpful documents and other sources are available at the Center. 
▪ Find out when your favorite tutor is scheduled to work. 

 
Course Schedule and Unit Overview 

 
BS Bait and Switch: The (Futile) Pursuit of the American Dream (Ehrenreich) 
AD The American Dream: A Cultural History (Samuels) 
FL Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas: A Savage Journey to the Heart of the American Dream (Thompson) 
GG The Great Gatsby (Fitzgerald) 
OC Oncourse reading (in the Resources tab) 
TBA To Be Announced (with advance notice, of course) 

 
Note: All readings should be completed by class time on Tuesdays. Frequently our discussions of readings will spill over 
into the next class, but you should always be sure to complete all readings before class time on our Tuesday meeting each 
week. This will give you chance to reflect on what you’ve read throughout the rest of the week, and it will ensure that our 
class discussions can bounce around from text to text. I do reserve the right to alter reading assignments and due dates 
depending on how quickly (or slowly) we’re moving and other considerations; however, I will always give advance notice 
of any changes to the schedule through an Oncourse announcement and, whenever possible, during class.   

 

I: “What Do We Mean When We Talk about the American Dream?” 
 
Week 1 (T, 1/14 & R, 1/16): Course introduction, ice-breakers, syllabus and schedule overview. 
                ICA: What does the American Dream mean to you? Why? 
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Week 2 (T, 1/21 & R, 1/23): AD, Ch. 1 and OC, TBA 
 

II: “Education, Literacy, and the Promise of Prosperity” 
 
Week 3 (T, 1/28 & R, 1/30): GG, Ch. 1 through 5 (approx. 100 pages) and AD, Ch. 2 (* Artifact Analysis begins) 
 
February  
 
Week 4 (T, 2/04 & R, 2/06): GG, Ch. 6 through end (approx. 100 pages)  
 
Week 5 (T, 2/11 & R, 2/13): BS, “Introduction” through Ch. 4  
 
Week 6 (T, 2/18 & R, 2/20): AD, Ch. 3 and Ch. 4 

 
III: “The American Dream in Popular Culture” 

 
Week 7 (T, 2/25 & R, 2/27): FL, pp. 3-96 and OC, TBA  
 
March  
 
Week 8 (T, 3/04 & R, 3/06): FL, pp. 99-204 
 
Week 9 (T, 3/11 & R, 3/13): Final Project Proposals due (10%) and OC, TBA and in-class film screening 
 
Week 10 (T, 3/18 & R, 3/20): Spring Break! (no classes) 
 
Week 11 (T, 3/25 & R, 3/27): In-class workshops/conferences on Final Projects (*possible library meetings) 
 
April  
 

IV: “Religion, Faith, and Upward Mobility” 
 
Week 12 (T, 4/01 & R, 4/03): OC, “The Gospel of the American Dream” (Lin) and AD, Ch. 5 
 
Week 13 (T, 4/08 & R, 4/10): BS, Ch. 5  
 

V: “Can We Still Speak of an American Dream?” 
 
Week 14 (T, 4/15 & R, 4/17): BS, Ch. 6 through “Conclusion” 
 
Week 15 (T, 4/22 & R, 4/24): AD, Ch. 6 and “Conclusion” and in-class film screening (TBA) 
 
Week 16 (T, 4/29 & R, 5/01): Course wrap-up: review and reflection; course evaluations; Final Projects due on R, 5/01 

(25%) 
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