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Description  

This roundtable brings together six early-to-mid-career scholar/ teachers to discuss innovative 
strategies for enhancing learning through material culture-based approaches. It builds on an 
observation at a roundtable during last year’s ASA meeting that material culture pedagogy could 
have broad appeal in ways comparable to long successful “writing across the disciplines” or 
“writing across the curriculum” programs. To exploit that analogy, discussants in the proposed 
roundtable--a new generation of innovative teachers and researchers in American Studies--will 
each present strategies and techniques to incorporate material culture pedagogy in courses and 
settings within and outside academe for students in a range of disciplines. The strategies to be 
discussed also square well with new instructional approaches: problem-based, project-based, 
collaborative, hands-on learning that challenges the boundaries of the traditional classroom. As a 
result of these brief presentations and the ensuing conversation based on them, audience 
participants in the proposed session will come away with innovative, practical strategies and 
exercises based on material culture pedagogy that they can adapt or adopt and implement in a 
variety of courses. We are presenting the roundtable in honor of David Jaffee, long-time teacher 
and caucus member and professor at the Bard Graduate Center, who died on January 21, 2017. 

 
Key words: material culture pedagogy, problem-based learning, collaborative projects, learning 
with objects  
 
 
Abstract 
 
Things—the everyday stuff that surrounds us—are so ubiquitous as to be almost invisible.  Yet 
in deeply meaningful ways, American culture is experienced through our daily encounters with 
ordinary objects.  Knowing how to learn from things is an essential aspect of education in any 
discipline, but one often overlooked as teachers focus instead on what’s found in texts.  The 
discussants will provide practical ways to engage student interest and critical thinking through 
broadly applicable teaching strategies based on material culture studies. These emerging and 
early career scholar/teachers offer new voices in the field and bring to the session a range of 
backgrounds in American Studies, folklore, ethnography, industrial design, public humanities, 
art and art history, history, cultural landscape studies, museum studies, archaeology, and 
vernacular architecture. Their teaching and research interests span historical periods in America 
and are as varied as Jewish American culture, foodways and spirits, gaming, automobiles, Civil 
War clothing, domestic landscapes and social identity, World War II souvenirs, 19th Century 
institutional furniture, pattern-book houses, and popular periodicals. The discussants incorporate 
a variety of strategies in their teaching, including collaborative student activities that encompass 
exhibits in museums and libraries, digital and multimedia projects, hands-on exercises with 
objects in studios and laboratories, ethnographic and other types of field trips, joint programs 
with area cultural institutions and community organizations, and other forms of experiential 
learning. Many of these activities occur without special funding or facilities. Each brief 



presentation will focus on a particular topic and technique. Subsequent discussion will engage 
everyone, discussants and those in the audience, in developing ways to adapt or adopt these 
models for their own educational setting, whether in academe, museums, or other venues.  
 
Short bios of the panel organizer and panelists 
 
Deborah C.  Andrews is Professor of English, Emerita, at the University of Delaware and former 
director of the university’s Center for Material Culture Studies. She taught courses in business 
communication, technical communication, and the theory and methods of material culture 
studies research. Her most recent publications are “The Physical Environment for 
Communication in 21st Century Work Spaces: A Research Model” in The Ins and Outs of 
Professional Discourse Research  and a collection she edited, based on papers from a 2011 
colloquium, Shopping: Material Culture Perspectives.  
 
Gabrielle Berlinger is an Assistant Professor of American Studies and Folklore at the University 
of North Carolina. As a folklorist and ethnologist, she studies creative expression in everyday 
life, with particular focus on the nature and significance of vernacular architecture and ritual 
practice. She examines how the construction, interpretation, and use of common structures and 
landscapes express their creators’ histories, social practices, cultural customs, and beliefs. In 
addition, she explores how ritual practice can sacralize, activate, and transform these structures 
and spaces. Previously, as a Postdoctoral Fellow at the Bard Graduate Center in New York City, 
she focused her teaching and research in an ethnographic project at the Lower East Side 
Tenement Museum. Committed to integrating academic research with public engagement, she 
has worked in applied arts and cultural research organizations in Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, 
Indiana, New York, and Israel. Her current project, a book manuscript based on her dissertation, 
emerges from 16 months of fieldwork in a multiethnic, working-class neighborhood of South Tel 
Aviv, Israel. In her teaching she encourages ethnographic fieldwork, multimedia projects, and 
collaboration with cultural institutions and community organizations. 
 
James E. Bryan is a native of Alabama.  He received his BA from the University of South 
Alabama, his MA from Florida State University, and his PhD from the University of Wisconsin-
Madison, where he was the first graduate to earn a doctorate in art history specializing in 
material culture and the decorative arts.  He is an associate professor at the University of 
Wisconsin-Stout, where he teaches art history and design history to BFA and MFA students.  He 
is a member of the board of directors at two local cultural organizations: the Dunn County 
Historical Society and the Wilson Place Museum. 
 
 
P.J. Carlino is a Ph.D. candidate in the American and New England Studies program at Boston 
University. He holds a BA in Chemistry, a BFA in Industrial Design and an MA in the History of 
Design. His research investigates the network of stakeholders that contribute to the design of the 
constructed environment. He is currently writing a dissertation that investigates the relationship 
among social reformers, manufacturers, consumers and others who influenced the form of 
institutional furniture in the nineteenth century. From 2001 to 2013 P. J. served as adjunct 
assistant professor of Product Design at Parsons School of Design and Pratt Institute where he 



taught courses in design and manufacturing and co-authored a re-design of the undergraduate 
curriculum that embedded design history within the studio experience. 
 
Sarah Fayen Scarlett, Assistant Professor of History at Michigan Tech University, is a social 
historian who integrates architecture, landscapes, objects, and artworks in her research, public 
interpretation, and teaching strategies. Her work relies on the idea that the built environment and 
the objects within it reflect and also shape human beliefs and attitudes. She earned a PhD from 
the Buildings-Landscapes-Cultures Program at the University of Wisconsin —Madison, an MA 
from the Winterthur Program at the University of Delaware, and a BA in American Studies from 
Yale University. Her current book project investigates space, materiality, and mobility in 
domestic landscapes to explore complex social identities in America between 1875 and 1920. 
She focuses on Michigan’s Copper Country as a case study for using overlapping social 
landscapes as a framework for place-based examinations of class and gender identities.  
Jim Seaver is a Ph.D. candidate in the Department of History at Indiana University, where he is 
completing a dissertation entitled "Fighting for Souvenirs: Americans and the Material Culture 
of World War II." His teaching and research interests have grown to include foodways and, in 
particular, the history and culture of alcohol in the United States as he has simultaneously 
pursued a career in the wine industry. He has taught courses devoted specifically to historical 
material culture and public history initiatives; he also includes artifact analysis and hands-on-
activities in other courses, most popularly, one called "American Spirits: The History and 
Culture of Alcohol in the United States."  
 
Sarah Jones Weicksel will receive her Ph.D. in history from the University of Chicago in June 
2017, having completed a dissertation entitled, “The Fabric of War: Clothing, Culture and 
Violence in the American Civil War Era.” She received an M.A. in American Material Culture 
from the Winterthur Program at the University of Delaware, an M.A. in History from the 
University of Chicago, and a B.A. with Distinction in History from Yale University. She has 
held a wide variety of fellowships and her research has been supported by several institutions, 
including the American Antiquarian Society, the Library Company of Philadelphia, and the 
Historical Society of Pennsylvania. She is currently a Fellow at the Chicago Center for Teaching, 
where she is developing a workshop on teaching with material culture in the history classroom. 
In her third year as the Bessie Pierce Prize Preceptor in U.S. History for the history department at 
the University of Chicago, she teaches historical methodology and co-advises BA theses.  
 
 
 


