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Syllabus

Introduction:  PLS 121 is a class designed to introduce the student to the American political system.  The focus will be on fundamental issues, ideas and beliefs of the American political experience and show how these both inspire and guide the system we have as well are influenced by the system. 

Grade:  The grade will be comprised of two basic elements:  exams and written exercises.  There will be three exams—two midterms and one final.  Each exam is worth 20% of the final grade.  You will also write five essays.  These essays will comprise a total of 40% of the final grade.  These essays will be discussed in greater detail at a later time.  In situations where a student’s grade lies close to the next-higher grade, I will consider bumping the student up.  In these situations, I will take into account class attendance and class participation.  I will also be looking for students who have demonstrated a concerted effort to improve their performance over the course of the semester.  If you fail to complete the coursework, like failing to write all the essays as an example, I will not be disposed to give you this benefit of the doubt.

Rules:

1.  Attendance policy, part 1:  Creighton wants me to take attendance, so I will take attendance.  However, I accept and understand that even a student acting in good faith is going to miss a couple of classes.  If a student has a chronic absence problem, I will discuss it with that student, but I don’t want nor need an excuse for every single missed class.

2.  Attendance policy, part 2:  The one exception to this policy regards exams.  Failure to take an exam at the prescribed time without prior notification will result in a zero for that exam.  If you have a legitimate reason for requesting a postponement, it must be made BEFORE the scheduled day of the exam.  No exceptions.

3.  Academic honesty:  I would like to think that everyone knows that cheating is NOT an acceptable way to meet course requirements.  However, apparently some students need this spelled out, so let me be clear.  Cheating on exams will result in an automatic zero on the exam.  This includes both copying another’s work as well as using your notes during an exam.  Submitting written work under your name that you did not complete is wrong.  This includes both plagiarism of published sources as well as turning in someone else’s writing as if it were yours.  In both cases, it will result in a zero for the writing assignment with no chance to make it up.  All instances of cheating will further be passed on to the appropriate administrative body with further sanctions possible.  Consult your student handbook for specifics.

Readings:  There are two books in the bookstore for this class.  One is optional and one is required.  

Optional:  American Government:  Power and Purpose.  Lowi, Ginsberg and Shepsle.  

I assume that all of you have had some civics-style class in high school, so I do not spend much time talking about the mechanics of the American system.  For example, I assume that you know that House members serve two-year terms and representation in the House of Representatives is based upon population while the Senate serves in staggered six-year terms and all states are represented equally.  If you feel confident with your general knowledge of the American governmental system, then don’t get the survey book.  If you don’t, then you might find this book helpful to fill in some of the gaps.

Required:  American Government:  Readings and Cases.  Woll, ed.

One underlying principles of this class is that, since humans created and populate our system, interpretation of the rules of government is more important than simple understanding of those rules.  This book provides plenty of viewpoints regarding issues we will talk about in this class.  

Class Outline:  The material in this class does not conform to a simple weekly schedule.  It is more helpful to look at the material as I approach it in class.  I include readings here for both the required text (Woll) and the optional book (Lowi).  

I.  Introduction 

A.  Terms and Concepts (Lowi-1)

II.  Underlying Philosophy of the Constitutional Era (Woll-1)

A.  Philosophy

B.  Economic History (Lowi-2)

C.  Articles of Confederation (Woll-2)

D.  Historical Events (Lowi-3)

III.  The Bill of Rights (Woll-3, Lowi-4)

IV.  Public Opinion (Lowi-9, Lowi-13)

A.  Ideology

B.  Polling 

C.  Socialization

V.  Political Participation (Woll-4)

A.  Voting

B.  Interest Groups (Woll-5, Lowi-12)

VI.  Elections (Lowi-10)

A.  Parties (Lowi-11)

B.  Mechanics

C.  Congressional Elections (Woll-8)

D.  Referenda/Propositions

VII.  Supreme Court (Woll-9, Lowi-8)

VIII.  Presidency (Woll-6, Lowi-6)

IX.  Bureaucracy (Woll-7, Lowi-7)

X.  Public Policy (Lowi-5)

The mid-term exams follow The Bill of Rights section (III) and Elections (VI). 

