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Introduction

Since the 2000s, American Studies has increasingly been rethought as a field
shaped not only by its object of study, but also by the institutional and ge-
ographic contexts in which it is taught. From outside the United States in
particular, the field often takes on different emphases, priorities, and forms
of public engagement. Against this backdrop, this essay examines the de-
velopment of the American Studies MA program at the West University of
Timișoara, Romania, as an example of how the field is adapted, institution-
alized, and made locally relevant in a Romanian and European context: the
axis of a lively transdisciplinary and cross-cultural academic community and
the starting point for a resourceful research hub, the American Studies Center
(CSAM), founded in 2022.

Beyond offering a programmatic overview, the following discussion high-
lights how interdisciplinary design, researchpractice, and community-oriented
initiatives function as situated responses to local academic and civic needs,
while also participating in wider debates on transnational American Studies
(Fishkin 21; Fluck 23-25;Hornung68-70; Elliott; Lenz),NewAmerican Studies
(Pease), imperial critique (Kaplan), the globalization of American literature
(Giles), and European perspectives on the United States (Kroes). Like com-
parable programs in Europe and elsewhere, American Studies in Timișoara
has moved beyond modelling its curriculum on similar programs in the US
to providing an avenue for outside critique of US discourse and praxis, in light
of contemporary crises.
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The American Studies MA in Timișoara: Background,
Evolution, Milestones

2024 marked the twentieth anniversary of the American Studies MA program
in Timișoara, which has been periodically reevaluated by national authorities.
It was based on a pioneering interdisciplinary design in the local academic con-
text, where no other programoffered such sustained and coherent focus on the
United States via literature, history, culture, media, and institutional analysis.
Meant to fill a study and research gap in western Romania, where advanced
American Studies training had previously been dispersed across broader philo-
logical or cultural programs, the curriculumgrounded its pedagogy in intercon-
nectedness and a commitment to American and European democratic models.
The program addressed students interested in further academic specialization,
but also in careers in teaching, research, cultural institutions, media, interna-
tional or intercultural professional environments. Core subjects such as US
Intellectual History, Academic Writing, Critical Discourses, Cultural Analysis
aim to help students develop a solid understanding of fundamental concepts
and advanced notions of the American socio-cultural paradigm, by theoretical
and practical approaches. The inclusion of European Roots of American Lit-
erature or Ethnic and Immigrant Literature courses has fostered an “outside-
in” view, prompting students to understand American literature in relation to
transcontinental influences, exchanges, and reconfigurations.

Specialized subjects, such as Communication and Media, Political and In-
stitutional Discourses, American Feminism seek to strengthen correlations and
encourage contextualization, connecting cultural products to broader social,
ideological, and institutional frameworks, and foregrounding transnational
perspectives central to contemporary American Studies. The curriculum has
been constantly revised via consultation with professors, students, graduates,
and future employers, throughperiodic evaluationprocedures and adjustment
to evolving perspectives. For instance, the growing emphasis on research com-
petencies and professional applicability has led to the addition of courses such
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as Research Ethics, Methods, and Practice. Similarly, US Prose courses have
been supplemented by Poetry and Drama, broadening literary genre coverage,
while electives such asTransmedia andHistorical Discourses have expanded the
curriculum toward newer interpretive frameworks.

This dynamic program has been driven by strategic education and examina-
tion objectives, defined to provide essential knowledge of the literary, histor-
ical, cultural, and institutional forces shaping the United States, while devel-
oping complementary competencies, cognitive, critical and analytical abilities,
academic dialogue and independent argumentation. Through individual and
collective tasks, the program has engaged MA students in research activities,
fostering original projects and effective dissemination, including publication
(10 student essay volumes in the 2014-2026 EUV American Studies series). It
thus became the university’s primary source of Ph.D. candidates in English
Philology.

Data from the latest program evaluation (June 2024) revealed that students
most value the program’s emphasis onmultilingualism, cultural awareness, and
civic competence. They also identified key strengths, including teachingmeth-
ods, staff quality, assessment practices, feedback mechanisms, bibliographic
resources, teaching materials, and infrastructure (see figure below).
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These aggregated results suggest that the program has grown from a success-
ful MA specialization to an important regional platform for internationally
oriented, critically engaged humanities. Beyond teaching and research, the
program’s interdisciplinary education model has shaped the learning experi-
ence and contributed to community-building by spin-offs and extracurricular
activities that will be illustrated in what follows.

Research Practice: Necessity and Continuity

As a form of socialization into global academic practices, the Research Practice
course was developed in line with institutional requirements for research activ-
ities andmeasurable learning outcomes, while also functioning as a structured
immersion into the culture of an emerging American Studies center. It com-
plements the program’s emphasis on research-based teaching by familiarizing
studentswith the expectations, routines, andnormsof academicwork through
hands-on approaches. Specifically, students are guided through the process of
drafting a research proposal (focused literature review, identifying potential
publication venues, assembling a portfolio). The syllabus highlights practical
topics (assessment of research questions, academic sources, peer review prac-
tices, research impact, and publication metrics) and requires participation in
at least one American Studies academic event outside class (public lectures by
visiting professors, mostly via the Fulbright program).

The blend of guided autonomy and institutional anchoring turns partic-
ular program outcomes into verifiable skills, also meant to strengthen the
BA-MA-Ph.D. continuity, as research practice operates as a hinge between
undergraduate study, the interdisciplinary MA curriculum, and subsequent
doctoral endeavors. More ambitious and complex practices (project writing,
networking, dissemination) required a larger American Studies ecosystem, for
students to assess interests, refine a scholarly voice, and assumemembership in
a growing community. Hence, the creation of The American Studies Center
(CSAM).



250 Forum | Teaching American Studies in a Changing World

University without Walls: CSAM, Academic Networking,
and Community Building

Founded in 2022 as a resourceful spin-off of the American Studies MA pro-
gram, CSAM (The American Studies Center <https://csam-uvt.e-uvt.ro/>)
rapidly developed into a thriving community dedicated to bridging academia
and broader socio-cultural actors. As such, CSAM can be understood as a
formof public-facing or community-engagedAmerican Studies, extending the
program’s pedagogical aimsbeyond the classroom into the local cultural sphere.
In the context of Timișoara – a multilingual urban environment with diverse
publics – such initiatives respond to a need to situate the study of the United
States within locally meaningful conversations and civic practices. The Center
has pursued its mission based on the principles of its founding documents.
They include the transfer of knowledge and research into pragmatic communal
contexts (Art. 5.2.), openness toward society via development of analytical
skills and applicationof theory inpractical situations (Art. 6.2.), and active pro-
motion of American Studies within the socio-cultural sphere (Art. 7.). Over
the past three years, the Center’s activities have demonstrated its commitment
to these goals by fostering sustained collaboration among students, faculty, and
community partners.

At its core, CSAM is an institutional tool for promoting cross-cultural
understanding and democratic values. It brings together students, researchers,
faculty, community members, and institutional partners to participate in
projects and events which connect educational content and research results
with contemporary social and professional contexts. One of CSAM’s crucial
beliefs is that academia should contribute to pluralism, inclusiveness, and
awareness-raising. Therefore, it has created a space for communitymembers to
engage through education in global and local contexts alike, while emphasizing
American Studies’ relevance for wider circles as well.

CSAM’s activity illustrates the conviction that disciplinary rigor must be
doubled by community relevance, while academic gains become vital once

https://csam-uvt.e-uvt.ro/
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transferred as developed skills into cultural and civic life. One significant way
in which CSAMbuilds community is through its extensive portfolio of public
lectures. Reflecting CSAM’s research agenda (cultural policies, world crises,
media literacy), these lectures engage both specialized and broader audiences,
while creating spaces for communal dialogue around contemporary issues.
Beyond its lecture series, CSAM has developed collaborative projects aimed
at strengthening academic and public networks. These collaborations further
position CSAM as a mediator between global academic discourses and local
institutional and cultural frameworks.

The American Studies Book and Movie Club is one of CSAM’s core
community-building activities. Meeting monthly, the club organizes student-
led discussions that address socio-cultural and historical topics relevant to the
US, creating a space for informed debate and critical engagement. The club’s
membership is diverse, welcoming participants from all disciplines, as well
as Fulbright lecturers, and alumni and fostering dialogue across generations
and backgrounds. This interdisciplinary mix tends to generate complemen-
tary perspectives, as literary and cultural readings are often enriched by tech-
nological, psychological, and socially pragmatic approaches. Moreover, the
annual Symposium of Students in English is a long-standing tradition. Since
its inception, CSAM has become actively involved by coordinating student
research and developing dedicated sections, where the MA students present
their ongoing projects. For instance, CSAM-hosted internships resulted in the
2025 America Meets Japan and Eco-Visions panels, which included research
on cultural intersections, ecocriticism, film, and American literature. Beyond
research training for students, such activities represent a model for successful
transition from coursework to research production. Thus, CSAMcontributes
to shaping disciplinary knowledge and student engagement with academic
networks and transnational intellectual exchange.
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CSAM: Collaborative Research and Institutional Activi-
ties

Launched in 2022, the CSAMFulbright Lecture Series builds on the program’s
longstanding collaboration with the Romanian-US Fulbright Commission
since 2004. Fulbright lecturers at Romanian universities are regularly hosted
by CSAM and offer public-facing events on topical US-related issues. The
series has functioned as a public humanities initiative, promoting specific re-
search topics and engaging the community in related discussions, including
through the academic and public venues where they are hosted. Importantly,
these collaborations do not simply import US perspectives into the local aca-
demic space; they also create opportunities for dialogue through which such
perspectives are recontextualized and reinterpreted from within Romanian
and broader East-Central European frameworks.

Similarly, a larger project focused on public engagement and capacity
building, understood here as the development of institutional, research, and
community-oriented competencies was “Researching America from Tim-
ișoara 2023: Community-Building, Innovation, Internationalization.” Via
this one-year Fulbright InstitutionalDevelopmentGrant, four specialists from
Harvard, Yale, Virginia Commonwealth, andMontana Tech held lectures and
workshops on research and community project development, grant writing,
journal editing, program management, curriculum development, faculty and
student mobility, partnerships, and fundraising. The project strengthened
CSAM’s partnerships with these universities, establishing Erasmus agreements
and memoranda of understanding for future collaboration. It also enabled
CSAMto join specialized networks such as CHCI (ConsortiumofHumanities
Centers and Institutes) and ECHIC (European Consortium for Humanities
Institutes and Centres).
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Conclusions: Challenges and Lessons Learnt

Throughout the two-decade existence of the American Studies MA program
in Timișoara, significant challenges have ranged from securing funding to de-
veloping and refining its curriculum. The key lessons of this team’s experience
have concerned interdisciplinary flexibility (emerging subjects andmethodolo-
gies have triggered careful revision of the curriculum), fresh, global perspec-
tives (not ready-made models, to be adopted uncritically, but rather mediated,
translated, and at times challenged by local academic and cultural contexts),
and public engagement (connecting academic studies with real-world applica-
tions). TheTimișoara experience thus suggests that teachingAmerican Studies
from outside the United States can be particularly productive, as it encourages
both critical distance and circumstantial reinterpretation, since the field cannot
be simply transferred from one setting to another, but reshaped by specific
institutional realities, intellectual traditions, and regional concerns.

The identified areas for potential improvement include increased commu-
nity engagement through stronger institutional partnerships, capable of deep-
ening the program’s impact on broader audiences, alumni support through
networking and job placement mechanisms for students, and efficient and
updated study paths, all meant to shape the American Studies program’s and
center’s future directions. This also highlights structural constraints that go
beyond the program per se, affecting the future of American Studies outside
the US more broadly: limited, competitive funding, the need for worldwide
partnerships for visibility and development, the challenge of sustaining inter-
disciplinary humanities within changing institutional and geopolitical condi-
tions. These realities suggest that the field’s evolution will depend on intel-
lectual adaptability as much as on the capacity to build durable networks,
secure bureaucratic support, and maintain a balance between international
collaboration and locally grounded knowledge production.
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