
 
 
 
 
 
History 344 
The American City 
 

 

Dr. Aaron Cowan 

Fall 2015 

Office:  Spotts 212 I 

Hours: MWF 11-12, T 2-4 (also by appt.)  

Phone:  x2409 

Email: aaron.cowan@sru.edu 

 
Course Description and Objectives 

America is an urban nation – approximately 80% of U.S. residents live in a city or metropolitan region – and 

cities have been central to the nation’s life since its earliest incarnations, serving as centers of industry, commerce, 

cultural growth, political innovation, ethnic diversity - and also locations of crime, poverty, inequality, conflict, and 

corruption.  This course will explore the history of American cities from the colonial period through the present 

day, with special emphasis placed on the late 19th and 20th century.  

My primary objective in this course is very simple: to historically frame our experiences with contemporary 

American cities, and to help us understand the deep historical roots of political and social issues facing American 

cities – and broader society – today. 

Beyond the content of the course, this class will also develop your skills in critical thinking and writing – 

essential skills for success in college and life!  The course is based around questions which it will be your 

responsibility to help answer; therefore, you will have to think, rather than simply absorb “facts” and parrot them 

back on exams. 

 

Required Readings 
• Raymond Mohl & Roger Biles, eds. The Making of Urban America (3rd edition) Rowman & Littlefield, 2011. 

• Articles and primary sources, posted to D2L for the appropriate week 

The Making of Urban America will be our principal weekly text – it contains essays by historians that offer a variety 

of perspectives on the chosen topics.  Pay close attention to the weekly schedule, as the readings are not always 

sequential, and not all essays will be assigned. 

 

 



You are expected to come to class having completed all assigned readings and also prepared to discuss 
them.  Not only will readings be the basis of our discussions, but you will also be expected to utilize these 

readings on course assignments.  Weekly reading quizzes will help keep you on track. 

 

Policies and Procedures 
 
Assignment Guidelines All assignments must be submitted in “hard copy” and uploaded to the Dropbox on 

D2L.  An assignment is not counted as submitted until I have it in my hands.  All papers should be typed in a 

standard 12-pt font, double-spaced, with 1” margins. 

 

Attendance Student participation is an essential component of this class; attendance will be taken daily.  

Missing more than four (4) class sessions will result in one-letter reduction in the final grade. 

 

It is not necessary to contact me if you are going to be absent from class.  However, makeup exams, 

assignments or deadline extensions will only be given with a valid medical or university-related excuse with 

phone number.  Finally, regardless of performance on exams and assignments, students missing more than 20% 

of class sessions cannot pass the class. 

 

Classroom Expectations   Turn off cell phones, and refrain from using tablets or laptop computers for non-class 

activities; it is distracting to me, as well as your classmates.  If you plan to use a laptop for notetaking, I ask that 

you sit in the front row and be prepared to contribute to the class.    

 

This is a student-driven course.  Success in the classroom depends upon you taking the responsibility for learning; 

I frequently ask for impromptu discussion or comment on class material.  Don’t be afraid of speaking because you 

might say something stupid or “wrong” – thinking often makes people think/say seemingly “stupid” things on the 

way to something deeper and profound!  

 

Some of the topics we discuss can be emotional or controversial. I require an atmosphere of respect for one 

another as we learn together – disagreement and debate is welcome, (indeed, encouraged!) but be courteous 

and professional; eye-rolling, ridicule, or comments of a personal nature will not be tolerated. 

 

Communication   I welcome student emails and will reply; however, I do not sit at my computer 24 hours a day.  So 

please allow at least one day for a response, and perhaps longer on weekends, when I prioritize time with my 

family.  Also, please use proper capitalization, grammar, and punctuation in your emails to me – it’s a practice that 

will serve you well in life. Email questions that can be answered by reviewing the syllabus will receive a simple “sys” 

(see your syllabus) from me. 

 

Disabilities   If you require classroom accommodations under the Americans with Disabilities Act, you must register 

with the Office for Students with Disabilities, located in University Union. Phone is 738-4877. I am happy to provide 

all necessary accommodations; please schedule a meeting with me during the first week of classes to discuss your 

needs. 

 

Late Work will be graded at my convenience, and will receive a penalty of one letter grade per day. Work 

submitted more than 72 hours after the due date will not be graded at all.  Also, please note that “My computer 

froze up/wouldn’t print/didn’t save my paper” is not a valid excuse for late work.  Save your work early and often, 

and plan ahead for potential technical problems.  
 



Assignment Guidelines All assignments must be submitted in “hard copy” at the beginning of class on the due 

date. Research papers will also be uploaded to D2L Dropbox – no papers are accepted via email.  All papers should 

be typed in a standard 12-pt font, double-spaced, with 1” margins and stapled. 

 

Assignments 
Reading Quizzes Brief multiple choice/short answer quizzes over the week’s assigned reading will be given 

each Monday. 

 

Discussion Preparation Assignments 1-page assignments that ask you to address questions for the assigned 

readings (text and documents) each week. They are intended to get you thinking before class so that you are 

prepared to raise issues for discussion in class.  See assignment sheet on D2L for more details.  These will be 

graded for a “good faith effort.” While Discussion Prep Assignments are not calculated in your final grade, you 

cannot earn a final grade higher than the percentage of DPAs you successfully complete. Note: Because of 

their time-sensitive nature, late discussion prep assignments will not be accepted.  

 

Field experience & reflection In the second half of the semester, we will be taking a day-long field trip to a 

city to further examine some of the concrete examples of issues we’ve discussed in class meetings.  You will 

write a brief 2-3 page reflection on the experience; details on date and other arrangements will be distributed 

by the end of Week 2. 

 
City Research Project & Presentation Each student will choose a topic related to American urban history and 

write a 12-15 page research paper utilizing primary and secondary sources.  Topics and research questions 

must be submitted to me and approved beforehand.  This will be followed by a brief presentation to the class 

near the end of the semester.  Details and further requirements will be given in class. 

 
Exams Three in-class exams over readings, class lecture and discussion material.  These will be open-note (but 

not open-book). 

 
Optional: Discussion of blog posts  For up to 10 extra points on your lowest exam grade,  follow the urban 

studies blog CityLab, produced by the magazine The Atlantic.  On the Discussion Board in D2L, share a blog 

post that you think has connections to the historical topic we are discussing in the course, with relevant 

commentary.  Points can also be earned for commenting on others’ posts (see the full assignment guidelines 

on D2L).  A handy way to keep up with new & interesting posts from CityLab is to follow them on Twitter 

(@CityLab) 

 

Grading 
Assignment Weight  
Reading Quizzes 10% 

Field experience  20% 

Exams  35% 

Final Research Project  35% 

 
 
 
 
 

Grade Scale 

100-90  A 

89-80  B 

79-70  C 

69-60  D 

59 & below  F 



A Note on Grades and Appeals I make every effort to evaluate your work in a fair and consistent manner. Grades are 

not “given” by me but earned by you.  Therefore, responsibility for the grade is in your hands.  In this course, 

satisfactory work receives a C grade, good work earns a B, and the A grade is reserved for excellent 

work.  To protect the integrity of your degree, please understand that I will adhere closely to these definitions. 

An F does not mean you are a bad person or that you are unintelligent – it means you did not fulfill the requirements 

of the assignment/course.  If you have questions about a grade, I will be happy to discuss why you received the grade 

you did. If you feel that you are doing poorly in the class, please come see me so we can get you “on track.” 

 

Statement on Academic  Integrity  
Violations of academic integrity – including cheating on exams and plagiarism – will not be tolerated in this course. Plagiarism 

is defined as: 

1. Submitting another's published or unpublished work, in whole, in part, or in paraphrase, as one's own without fully 

and properly crediting the author with footnotes, citations or bibliographical reference.  

2. Borrowing extensively from a source material’s language, even with proper citation, without indicating the use of said 

language with quotation marks. 

3. Submitting as one's work, material that has been produced through collaboration with others without 

acknowledgement and release in writing from collaborators 

In short, don't claim the ideas or words of someone else as your own. Do use the ideas and words of others to help 

develop your own. Do have friends read and comment on drafts of your papers. Always give explicit credit when you use 

anyone's exact thoughts or language, whether paraphrasing or quoting them. Giving an acknowledgment to someone 

who has helped you is being both courteous and truthful. Intellectual work is about developing and sharing your ideas, 

and it's about taking note of and praising other people who have shared good ones with you. 

 

Students committing any form of academic dishonesty will receive a failing grade for the assignment, and will also be 
reported to the university for further judicial action.  This is a blanket, no exceptions policy. 

Please see me if you have ANY question about what constitutes plagiarism, or anything else related to this issue. 

	  

	   	  



Addenda 

• The instructor reserves the right to make any necessary changes to this syllabus, including changes in assignments, 

grading formula,  due dates or readings if circumstances so require.  Students will always be notified of any changes 

at least 24 hours in advance, and any changes in due dates will always result in extensions, not contractions, of 

deadlines. 

 

• The State System’s Office of Chief Counsel requires that the paragraph below must appear in all course syllabi as 
part of Title IX obligations for all faculty: 

 
o Slippery Rock University and its faculty are committed to assuring a safe and productive educational 

environment for all students. In order to meet this commitment and to comply with Title IX of the Education 
Amendments of 1972 and guidance from the Office for Civil Rights, the University requires faculty members 
to report incidents of sexual violence shared by students to the University's Title IX Coordinator. The only 
exceptions to the faculty member's reporting obligation are when incidents of sexual violence are 
communicated by a student during a classroom discussion, in a writing assignment for a class, or as part of a 
University-approved research project. Faculty members are obligated to report sexual violence or any other 
abuse of a student who was, or is, a child (a person under 18 years of age) when the abuse allegedly 
occurred to the person designated in the University protection of minors policy. Information regarding the 
reporting of sexual violence and the resources that are available to victims of sexual violence is set forth at: 
http://www.sru.edu/offices/diversity-and-equal-opportunity/sexual-misconduct-and-victim-resources. 


