
 

History 305-001:  Frauds and Mysteries of American History (Fall 2017) 

 

CLASS DETAILS: 

Instructor:  Cheryl Dong 

Email:  cxdong@ncsu.edu 

Class time and Location:  Mondays 6:00 pm to 8:45 pm  

Instructor’s Office: 

Instructor’s Office Hours: 

 

COURSE OVERVIEW: 

This is a course about the applications of critical thinking and historical analytical skills and 

research methods. You will cultivate and learn to use these skills through the lens of myths, 

mysteries, misconceptions, outright hoaxes, and manipulations of the American past. Examples 

you will learn about include: the Salem witch trials, P.T. Barnum’s American Museum, Coney 

Island, H.G. Wells’ “War of the Worlds,” Amelia Earhart, and the era of Donald J. Trump. You 

will examine reasons why people are fascinated by the past and the ways people connect with 

it, tropes about the past in pop culture, common techniques used to perpetuate problematic 

myths and claims about the past, how and why the past has been appropriated, misused, and 

manipulated throughout time, and how myths, misconceptions, and manipulations or the past 

influence ideas about American identity, and understandings of history. An important focus of 

this class will be the methods and evidence used by scholars to interpret past peoples and 

events – specifically critical thinking, interpretative, and analytical skills used to debunk and 

disprove inaccurate and problematic claims about the past. You will learn about these methods 

and apply them in discussions, in-class activities, and assignments to help you be more critical 

consumers of information. Another integral component of this course is for you to reflect upon 

your own beliefs about history and ancient cultures, drawing from what you learn in the class. 

 

COURSE OBJECTIVES 

● Students will engage the human experience through the interpretation of culture by 

being introduced to myths, mysteries, misconceptions, and hoaxes about the past and 

examining popular fascinations with the past 

●  Students will be introduced to disciplinary thinking and analysis in archaeology and 

history and interpretation as a critical form of knowing in the humanities as they learn 

about methods and evidence used by scholars to interpret past peoples and events 

●  Students will become aware of the act of interpretation as a critical form of knowing in 

the humanities by exploring various uses and manipulations of the past 

●  Students will make academic arguments about the human experience using reasons 

and evidence for supporting those reasons that are appropriate to the humanities. 

Students will do this by implementing methods and evidence used by scholars to 

interpret past peoples and events and to challenge and debunk misconceptions about 

the past 

mailto:cxdong@ncsu.edu


 

● Students will distinguish between the approaches of multiple disciplines in the 

humanities and social sciences (e.g. history, cultural anthropology, and archaeology) 

●  Students will identify and apply authentic connections between multiple 

disciplines 

● Students will explore and synthesize the approaches or views of multiple 

disciplines 

STUDENT LEARNING OUTCOMES -- Upon completion of this course, students 

will: 

●  Explain the Intellectual Standards for Critical and Creative Thinking. 

● Apply critical and creative thinking skills and intellectual standards in the process 

of solving problems or addressing questions. 

●  Identify methods and forms of evidence scholars use to study past cultures and events 

●  Evaluate, analyze, debunk problematic myths, hoaxes, misconceptions about the past 

●  Collect, evaluate, and interpret sources about particular historic people, places, or 

events and will articulate the significance of those in various cultural contexts 

● Investigate a wide variety of cultural groups, practices, and historic places and the ways 

different groups connect with the past 

●  Identify pseudohistorical/pseudoscientific claims and investigate a diversity of frauds, 

myths, and misconceptions about the past 

● Reflect on their own thinking and that of others as they practice being open-

minded, reconsider previous beliefs, and adjust thinking and actions based on 

new information 

●  Identify agendas and motives for claims about the past within cultural and historical 

contexts and evaluate implications and consequences of manipulations of the past 

● Develop habits of mind necessary to identify problems, explore issues, and debate ideas 

that reflect ways of knowing across multiple disciplines – this includes challenging 

misconceptions about the past, evaluating claims about the past based on intellectual 

standards, and recognizing bias in documents 

●  Evaluate the work of others (e.g. readings and Websites) through discussion, 

critique, and application of the  Intellectual Standards for Critical and Creative 

Thinking. 

 

 

 

INTELLECTUAL STANDARDS FOR CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING:  Below is 

a list of intellectual standards that will be incorporated into activities throughout the 

course.   

Critical Thinking Creative Thinking 



 

·      Clarity 

·      Accuracy 

·      Precision 

·      Relevance 

·      Depth 

·      Breadth 

·      Logic 

·      Significance 

·      Fairness 

·      Originality 

·      Adaptability/Flexibility 

·      Appropriateness 

·   Contribution to the Domain 

 

ELECTRONIC COURSE COMPONENTS: 

We will use Moodle in this class. Materials posted on Moodle may include: readings, 

announcements, forum posts, tests, class materials, activities, and assignments. Written 

assignments will be submitted on Moodle. When using Moodle, “students may be 

required to disclose personally identifiable information to other students in the course, 

via electronic tools like email or web-postings, where relevant to the course. Examples 

include online discussions of class topics, and posting of student coursework. All 

students are expected to respect the privacy of each other by not sharing or using such 

information outside the course.”[1] 

We will often do class activities which require a computer. If you own a laptop or tablet, 

please bring it to class every day. If do not own one, computers are readily available to 

check out from the NC State libraries. In class please only use computers for class 

related activities.  

 

PREREQUISITES: None 

 

GENERAL EDUCATION PROGRAM DESIGNATION: 

Humanities (History), Interdisciplinary Perspectives 

READINGS: 

The readings will help you understand material we talk about in class and may cover 

material not discussed in class. Additionally, I frequently incorporate readings into class 



 

activities and discussions. All readings listed on a particular day should be done before 

class that day unless otherwise noted (e.g. optional, for review, etc.).. Required 

readings will be on the course Moodle site in the Course Resources section in a folder 

titled “Readings.”  

 

EXPECTATIONS for STUDENTS and the PROFESSOR: 

Student Expectations:  I expect students to treat each other with respect. Additionally, 

I expect students to actively engage in class discussions and activities. Thus, you need 

to keep up with readings and review class topics before every class. I also expect 

students to frequently check announcements and email. Email, Moodle, and the 

syllabus are considered official forms of communication by the university. I have a two 

before me rule. Most information you need in this class will be provided through course 

resources. When you have a question, please try each of the following before 

contacting me: 1) Check course resources: e.g. syllabus, Moodle, email, class notes, 2) 

Ask a classmate. 

General Rights and Responsibilities: As a member of the NCSU academic community, 

you have rights and responsibilities in regards to academic and personal conduct. 

Information on academic integrity, counseling, and more is provided at the end of the 

syllabus. 

Professor Expectations: I am committed to the creation of a tolerant classroom and 

will treat students fairly and with respect. In addition to keeping up with readings, 

preparing lectures and activities, and grading, I want to be as accessible to my students 

as is appropriate. I can most easily be reached through email and my office phone. I will 

try to respond to students within 24 hours. On the weekends it may take longer for me 

to respond. Please post general questions on the Moodle site.  

 

 

 

LATE AND INCOMPLETE WORK POLICY: 

I will accept late assignments under special circumstances. Keep in mind - it is better to get 

some credit than a 0 for an assignment. However, you must discuss your situation with me 

immediately. If you miss class on the day an assignment is due, you must submit it through 

Moodle before class starts to receive full credit. Without prior approval or discussion with me, all 

late assignments are penalized 10% for every day late. Emergencies and other approved 

absences will be taken into account as long as you notify me. 

Incomplete grades will only be given to students in exceptional cases. The instructor will 

determine this after consultation with the student on a case to case basis.  An Incomplete grade 



 

is only appropriate when the student’s academic record is such that the successful completion 

of particular assignments missed as a result of a documented serious event would enable that 

student to pass the course. The university policy on incomplete grades is located at 

https://policies.ncsu.edu/regulation/reg-02-50-03   

 

ATTENDANCE POLICY: 

         Full participation in classes and examinations is expected of all NCSU students. 

Attendance will be taken at the beginning of every class. Because class participation is an 

important part of this course and we will often cover material in class that is not in the readings, 

students will lose points if they miss too many classes. All students will be given 2 unexcused 

absences. For every unexcused absence after the second one you will lose 10 point s (1%) 

from your final grade. Missing class will not only affect your attendance grade, but it will also 

affect your performance in other aspects of the class. I understand that things come up that you 

have no control over, like flat tires and family emergencies. I will address these with you on a 

case-by-case basis, but please let me know about your absences immediately. For all 

absences, you need to inform me and give me all documentation regarding absences. 

Excused Absences: Verification that a student has a legitimate medical or personal reason for 

missing class will be necessary to qualify for an excused absence. If you are unsure whether an 

absence is excused, please consult me. Instructors must grant excused absences according to 

the University guidelines: http://policies.ncsu.edu/regulation/reg-02-20-03 

For anticipated absences, provide appropriate documentation to me. This applies to the 

following situations: representing the University in an official capacity, interviews for medical 

schools or grad programs, field trips to laboratories, serving as a member of athletic team, 

attending a professional meeting, serving as a member of judging team, military service, 

religious observance, required court attendance—with certified documentation. 

For short-term illness (colds) or injury: provide a doctor’s note that includes the date of your 

absence(s) to me. For death in family, funeral attendance, and/or serious illness: Please 

contact me as soon as possible. 

         What to do if you miss a class? If you know you will be absent from class please tell 

me ahead of time so you can make-up missed assignments and activities. Based on the details 

of an assignment or the specific day you miss, it may not be possible to make up credit for the 

assignment or in-class activities you missed. Regardless of the reason for the absence, 

students are responsible for acquiring missed content. I highly encourage students who have 

missed class to visit me and review missed material. 

GRADE BREAKDOWN: 

100 Points (10%) – Participation 

50 Points (5%) – Online Story Posting and Response (30 points for post, 20 points for 

response)   

50 Points (5%) – Intellectual Standards Reflection 

200 Points (20%) – Fraud or Myth Presentation and Annotated Bibliography (100 Points each) 

200 Points (20%) – Midterm 

https://policies.ncsu.edu/regulation/reg-02-50-03
https://policies.ncsu.edu/regulation/reg-02-50-03
https://policies.ncsu.edu/regulation/reg-02-50-03
http://policies.ncsu.edu/regulation/reg-02-20-03
http://policies.ncsu.edu/regulation/reg-02-20-03


 

400 Points (40%) – Debate Project: two In-class Activities (25 Points each), The Debate 

Presentation (200 Points), the Process Paper (150 Points) 

For a total of 1000 Points (100%) 

** Failure to attend class or to do any of the assignments or tests will lead to a grade of 

incomplete in this course. 

 GRADING SCALE: 97-100=A+; 93-96=A; 90-92=A-; 87-89=B+; 83-86=B; 80-82=B-; 77-

79=C+; 73-76=C; 70-72=C-; 67-69=D+; 63-66=D; 60-62=D- 

ASSIGNMENTS: 

Class Participation – 100 Points (10%): 

Because discussion and class engagement are such important components of this course, you 

will be evaluated on your participation. Participation will be assessed based on 1) your verbal 

interactions in class (e.g. comments and questions in class lectures and discussions), and 

2) your participation in class activities. 

Here are some guidelines for class participation: 100-90 points will be given to students who 

actively participate in all discussions and activities by trying to answer questions from the 

professor or other students; sensitively critiquing and challenging ideas presented in readings or 

in class; posing questions about class material; and contributing information, answers, and 

creative ideas to class activities. 80-70 points will be given to students who actively participate 

in less than all discussions and activities in the ways described above. 60 points or less will be 

given to students who miss several in-class activities and/or do not say much in class or when 

they do talk their comments are not original, do not demonstrate knowledge of the materials 

and/or are disrespectful, dismissive, or unthinkingly reactionary. 

  

Online Story Posting and Response – 50 Points (5%): 

Everyone must find a recent online story about a history or archaeology related fraud, myth, or 

mystery, pseudoscience or pseudohistory claim, or story that violates several of the Intellectual 

Standards of Critical and Creative Thinking. This can be about a recent historical find with 

questionable origins, an analysis/revisiting of a historical myth or mystery, example of an 

outright fraud or fake, or even a political story that you feel is a misrepresentation of information 

about history or society. 

You will post this story on Moodle to share with the class with a paragraph (8-10 sentences) 

summarizing the story, explaining how you think it is related to the class, and providing a brief 

analysis of the story using tools and concepts from class.   

Everyone must also read a story posted by a classmate and the classmate’s post and write a 

paragraph responding to the story and the post. 



 

You can receive up to 30 points for your initial post and up to 20 points for your response to a 

classmate. Everyone will sign-up at the beginning of the semester for a due date for completing 

their initial post so that everyone is not scrambling to complete this assignment by the end of the 

semester. 

Intellectual Standards Reflection - 50 Points (5%): 

You will complete a short reflective writing assignment which will gauge your knowledge about 

the Intellectual Standards for Critical and Creative Thinking (p. 2-3). You will need to complete 

the reflection on Moodle (you will have 30 minutes to complete it) by October 9. You will need to 

be familiar with the meaning of the Intellectual Standards, how they connect with the content 

and activities in this course, and their potential utility in your career. 

Midterm - 200 Points (20%): 

The midterm will take place on October 16. Midterm questions will be drawn from lectures, 

readings, and activities. You will receive more details about the midterm closer to the test date. 

 

  

Presentation & Annotated Bibliography about Fraud, Myth, or Mystery - 200 

Points (20%): 100 Points for the Presentation and 100 Points for the 

Annotated Bibliography 

By September 11, you will choose a topic related to a historical or archaeological fraud or myth, 

listed in the syllabus. The topics are related to course concepts but may or may not be 

discussed in class. * You are required to meet with me at least one week before your 

presentation to make sure you are on the right track with you research. 

You will research your topic and give a ~10 minute presentation on the day it is listed in the 

syllabus. In the presentation, you should introduce the topic and its implications, discuss 

misuses of history and science involved, provide examples of evidence used to challenge or 

disprove the fraud or myth, and share reliable and non-reliable resources you found on the 

topic. During the presentations, your classmates will take notes and will be asked to pose 

questions and make comments. Be creative and have some fun with your presentation! 

In addition to the presentation, you will also compile an annotated bibliography of the sources 

you used for your presentation. In your annotated bibliography you will summarize the sources 

and discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the sources and how you evaluated them using 

the Intellectual Standards for Critical and Creative Thinking. You will also include a one page 

discussion about any additional thoughts you had about your topic from your classmates’ 

questions and comments. You will submit the Presentation and Bibliography on Moodle. The 

bibliography and 1-page write-up will be due one week after your presentation. 

Do not base your presentation or bibliography on the descriptions here. You will receive an 

assignment description with more details. 

Debate Project: 400 Points Total (40%) (Two in-class activities (25 Points 

each), Debate Presentation (200 Points), Process Paper (150 Points): 



 

Dialogue, debate, and student input are integral parts of this course. Towards the end of the 

semester you will begin preparing for in-class debates centered on topics that address essential 

course themes. You will be randomly assigned debate groups. Each group will be split into two 

sides of an issue and each side will have time to present its “case.” In order to present your 

“case,” you will do outside research, critically analyze a variety of resources, and articulate 

arguments in support of your “case” using what you have learned in this course and evidence 

you have found in you research. You will have time during two classes to prepare for the 

debates and you will complete two preparation assignments during these classes. In addition to 

the In-Class Activities and Debate Presentation, everyone will write a Process Paper detailing 

what they contributed to the project and learned about the material. 

The debates will be presented during the final exam period. You will receive more details about 

this assignment closer to the end of the semester. 

 

COURSE SCHEDULE: 

August 21--TOPIC:  Intellectual Standards for Creative and Critical Thinking:  How we know 

what we know. 

Readings: “Epistemiology:  How You Know What You Know,” in  Kenneth L. Feder, 

Frauds, Myths, and Mysteries:  Science and Pseudoscience in Archaeology, (New York:  

Oxford University Press, 2018), 16-43.  

Linda Elder and Richard Paul.  “”Becoming a Critic of Your Thinking.”  The Critical 

Thinking Community.  Accessed 25 July 2017.  

http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/becoming-a-critic-of-your-thinking/478 

Linda Elder and Richard Paul.  “Critical Thinking Development:  A Stage Theory.”  The 

Critical Thinking Community.  Accessed 25 July 2017.  

http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/critical-thinking-development-a-stage-theory/483  

 

August 28--TOPIC:  The Gender of History:  Questioning Historic Truth, Sources, and Bias 

through the Salem Witch Trials 

Readings:  “The Practices of Scientific History,”  in Bonnie G. Smith, The Gender of 

History:  Men, Women and Historical Practice, (Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University 

Press, 1998, 103-129. 

“Men and Facts,”  in Bonnie G. Smith, The Gender of History, 130-156. 

Marion Gibson, “Retelling Salem stories: gender politics and witches in American 

culture,”  European Journal of American Culture Volume 25 Number 2 (2006):  85-103. 

   

September 4--Labor Day (NO CLASS) 

 

September 11--TOPIC:  Race and the Formation of the Nation:  The Curious Fate of Sally 

Hemings 

Readings:  Lois e. Horton, “Avoiding History:  Thomas Jefferson, Sally Hemings, and 

the Uncomfortable Public Conversation on Slavery.”  in Slavery and Public History:  The 

Tough Stuff of American Memory, ed. James Oliver Horton and Lois E. Horton, (Chapel 

Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2006), 103-135. 

http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/becoming-a-critic-of-your-thinking/478
http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/critical-thinking-development-a-stage-theory/483


 

“Liberty or Death,”  in Epic Journeys of Freedom:  Runaway Slaves of the American 

Revolution and Their Global Quest for Liberty by Cassandra Pybus, (New York:  Beacon 

Press, 2006), 3-20. 

 

September 18--TOPIC:  Gender and the Formation of the Nation:  Betsey Ross and Molly 

Pitcher 

Readings:  “Molly Pitcher,”  in Founding Myths:  Stories that Hide Our Patriotic Past by 

Ray Ralphael, (New York:  W. W. Norton and Company, 2004), 27-44. 

“Martha Washington (Would Have) Shopped Here,” in Selling Women’s History:  

Packaging Feminism in Twentieth Century American Popular Culture by Emily 

Westkaemper (New Brunswick, NJ:  Rutgers University Press, 2017), 18-49. 

 

September 25-- TOPIC:  American Showmanship:  P.T. Barnum and the American Museum:  

How do we understand authenticity? 

Readings:  P. T. Barnum, The Life of P.T. Barnum, Written by Himself, (Chicago:  

University of Illinois Press, 2000), 142-176, 214-246. 

STUDENT PRESENTATIONS 

 

October 2--TOPIC:  The Myth of the Lost Cause:  Black Confederates and Loyal Slaves 

Readings:  Kirk Savage, Standing Soldiers, Kneeling Slaves:  Race, War, and Monument in 

Nineteenth Century America, (Princeton, NJ:  Princeton University Press, 1999), 52-128.   

STUDENT PRESENTATIONS 

 

October 9--TOPIC:  The Myth of the Lost Cause:  White Supremacy and States’ Rights 

Readings:  Ta-Nehisi Coates, “What This Cruel War Was Over, The Atlantic, 22 June 

2015, Accessed August 1, 2017, 

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2015/06/what-this-cruel-war-was-

over/396482/ 

Julian S. Carr, “Unveiling of Confederate Monument at University,”  June 2, 1913, 

http://www.durhamncscv.org/files/8314/0084/8533/js_carr.pdf 

STUDENT PRESENTATIONS 

INTELLECTUAL STANDARDS REFLECTION DUE 

 

October 16--TOPIC:  Manifest Destiny:  The Romanticization of the American Indian and the 

True History of the West. 

MIDTERM EXAM 

 

October 23--TOPIC:  Railroad Myths: Industrial Tension, John Henry, and Coney Island 

Readings:  Scott Reynolds Nelson, Steel Drivin’ Man:  John Henry and the Untold Story of an 

American Legend, (New York:  Oxford University Press, 2006).  READ ENTIRE WORK. 

STUDENT PRESENTATIONS 

 

October 30--TOPIC:  TOTAL WAR:  H.G. Wells’ War of the Worlds and Imperial Tensions 

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2015/06/what-this-cruel-war-was-over/396482/
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2015/06/what-this-cruel-war-was-over/396482/
http://www.durhamncscv.org/files/8314/0084/8533/js_carr.pdf


 

Readings:  Listen to hour-long radio broadcast, “War of the Worlds.”  

http://www.radiolab.org/story/91622-war-of-the-worlds/ 

 

STUDENT PRESENTATIONS 

 

November 6--TOPIC:  TOTAL WAR:  Pearl Harbor, the Atomic Bomb, and Race War. 

Readings:  Richard H. Kohn, “History and the Culture Wars:  The Case of the Smithsonian’s 

Institution’s Enola Gay Exhibit,”  The Journal of American History 82.3 (1995):  1036-1063. 

Edward T. Linenthal, “Struggling with History and Memory,” The Journal of American History 

82.3 (1995):  1094-1101. 

STUDENT PRESENTATIONS 

 

November 13--TOPIC:  McCarthyism, the Red Scare, and a New American Patriotism 

Readings:  Jonathan Michaels, McCarthyism:  The Realities, Delusions, and Politics Behind the 

1950s Red Scare, (New York:  Routledge Press, 2017), 105-182.   

STUDENT PRESENTATIONS 

 

November 20--TOPIC:  Trump’s America, Fake News, and Black Lives Matter:  Through a 

Distorted Lens. 

Readings: Gary B. Nash et. al., History on Trial:  Culture Wars and the Teaching of the Past, 

(New York:  Vintage Books, 2000), 188-222. 

STUDENT PRESENTATIONS 

 

November 27--WORK ON DEBATE PREP! 

 


