AMERICAN GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS

PLS 121
INSTRUCTOR: Dr. Richard Witmer

PHONE:  x2869


E-MAIL: Witmer@creighton.edu      

OFFICE: Admin 424A 


     

Course Description:


We are fortunate that American government and politics is always an interesting and important subject as political leaders, elections, and the political process seems to always keep us entertained. American government and politics is a course that provides insight into the world of contemporary politics as well as expanding our understanding of the rules, functions and influences on the actors within the political system.  In this class we consider the rules of government and politics as outlined in the constitution and how individuals are treated within the political system. We then examine the institutions of American government and the political processes that determine the output of the branches of government.  Finally, we consider how individuals influence government and the role of the people in politics and government.  


The goal of this course is to help student better understand the constitution, institutions, decision-makers, ideas and roles that the public plays in shaping American government and politics.  The course will also provide a base for further study in the field.  To achieve this, you are required to critically read a textbook that introduces important concepts in American politics and evaluate how well the political system follows the rules of the game and meets our expectations as citizens. You are also required to read two books that ties together political, economic and social forces within a contemporary context.  You are also required to read supplemental material placed on Blackboard with the expectation that you will come to class ready to discuss the material.  By the end of each section, and at the end of the semester, you should be able to integrate the readings and class material into a more complete picture of American government and politics. 


Two important points should be made about the course.  First, this is not a current affairs class.  We will integrate contemporary events to highlight the political process and the actors who participate in politics, but more importantly we will build an understanding of American government and politics that allows us to think critically about the subject.  Second, you are required to read all material before coming to class and think about the material.  We will then integrate the readings with the material presented in class. It will not be enough to define concepts, you must be able to think about and apply them.  The additional readings, Fast Food Nation and Culture Wars are ways that we will integrate class material and contemporary applications of politics. 

Required Reading:  Three Books are required for the course. 


The primary text for the course is American Government 9th Edition by Susan Welch, John Gruhl, John Comer and Susan Rigdon.  This text provides the foundation for an understanding of concepts discussed in class.  Do note that I will not lecture directly from the book so you must read the material and ask questions as they arise. 


A second reading is Fast Food Nation by Eric Schlosser.  This is an overview of the fast food industry and how it has impacted the political, social and economic fabric of the nation.  You will need to read this book from a political perspective, including the role that organized interest groups, political parties, government regulation and environmental concerns play within the book.  


The third reading is Culture Wars? The Myth of a Divided America by Morris Fiorina.  This book examines the realities of the often mentioned divisions within the American public and provides an updated, cogent analysis of whether it exists and who benefits from it. 


I have also placed a number of readings on the course Blackboard website.  You are required to access, read and prepare to discuss these readings for class.  You may find it helpful to print out these readings to have on hand for discussions.  Alternatively, you may want to take notes on the readings.  In either case, you must read and come to class prepared to discuss the readings. 


It is also highly recommended that you read a national newspaper such as the New York Times, Washington Post, Christian Science Monitor or LA Times (local newspapers do not count).  You may do this online, purchase a subscription, or read the paper in the library.  I will often make reference to a news story and it would behoove you to be prepared for these references.  I also recommend National Public Radio (NPR-- The NPR station in Omaha is FM 91.5.) and the British Broadcasting Company (BBC) as a source of high quality political information available on the radio.  As we will discuss later in the semester, it is not sufficient to rely on television for your political information—you will be both underinformed and misinformed if you do.   

Course Requirements:


You are required to attend class, complete all readings prior to attending class (occasional quizzes will be given for an assigned reading) and take exams when scheduled.  Exams can only be rescheduled with a valid medical excuse that you must notify me of prior to the exam.  Your paper is due.  A paper received after this date will receive a five point grade reduction for each day late (note: after class on the due date is considered one day late). 

Exams:


There will be three exams during the semester.  There will also be quizzes (generally unannounced) to assist in your reading comprehension of the course material.  The exams will consist of essay, short answer and/or multiple choice questions. The material will come from the book, additional readings, lecture, and in class discussions.  Do note that my class presentations and subsequent discussions are not straight out of the book, so you must read and attend class.  Reading the chapters before attending class is extremely important to helping you integrate all of the material. 

The exams required for the course and their impact on your final grade are:

1. First Exam





20%

2. Second Exam




20%

3. Final Exam





30%

4. Book Review Fast Food Nation 


20%

5. Quizzes, attendance, in-class discussion

10%

ACADEMIC HONESTY


The University Bulletin defines academic dishonesty as “engaging in any conduct which is intended or reasonably likely to confer upon oneself or another, an unfair advantage or unfair benefit respecting an academic matter.”   Any attempt to pass off another person’s work as your own constitutes plagiarism, and will be treated as a violation of the University’s policy on academic honesty.   To avoid any inference of academic dishonesty, you must give full attribution (i.e., footnotes or other citations) to any assistance you received while preparing your paper--whether printed, human, electronic, or extraterrestrial. It also applies to materials available on the Web or through other computer facilities.  Both quoted and paraphrased material should be cited, and credit given to ideas you received from readings or discussions. The failure to give credit where credit is due constitutes academic dishonesty and will result in a zero grade on the offending paper, with no opportunity to make it up.  (Do note that I too have read both the online and print reviews of Fast Food Nation and am aware of their content.) Infringements of University Academic Honesty standards will be handled according to the Academic dishonesty procedures outlined in the Student Handbook.  College procedures for dealing with academic dishonesty are available at: http://puffin.creighton.edu/ccas/FacStaff/polManual/polManual.htm
Course Schedule:


Note that Instructor reserves the right to alter the schedule as necessary during the semester.  Additional Assigned Readings will be announced in class and posted on Blackboard.

Date

Topic




Assigned Reading for Class

Week 1



Introduction to the Course

Syllabus



Introduction to American Politics
American Government Chapter 1 (AG 1)



Social Context

Week 2



Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Birthday
Video 



Core Values of Am Government 
AG 1 



The Logic of American Politics
Blackboard Jacobson and Kernell
Week 3



The Constitution


AG 2



Constitutional Intent


Federalist #10


Federalism



AG 3

Week 4


Federalism



Federalist #51


Civil Liberties



AG 14



Civil Liberties



Patriot Act Debate  Blackboard
Week 5



Civil Rights



AG 15



Civil Rights



Video.  Eyes on the Prize


Wrap up part 1 


All reading part 1 completed

Week 6



Exam 1



Chapters 1-3,14,15 and additional readings

Begin Part 3 Institutions



Congress



AG 10

    

Congress



Blackboard 

Sinclair “How a Bill Really becomes law”

Week 7



Congress/Presidency Computer Lab
http://thomas.loc.gov







President



AG Chapter 11



President



Blackboard: Leloup and Shull

Congressional-Presidential Relations





Week 8



Bureaucracy



AG Chapter 12



Bureaucracy



Blackboard: Compete or Else


The Judiciary



AG Chapter 13
Week 9

Week 10



The Judiciary



Blackboard: Filibustering Judicial Nominees


Review and wrap-up



Exam 2



Chapters 10-13 and other readings

Week 11



Public Opinion


AG Chapter 4



Public Opinion


Blackboard “Party On Dudes”
Week 12



The News Media


AG Chapter 5



The News Media


Blackboard: Does the Media have a 







Liberal Bias?
Week 13

     
Interest Groups


AG Chapter 6
     
Interest Groups


Fast Food Nation (Completed) Quiz





No Class MWPSA
Week 14
     
Political Parties


AG Chapter 7 


    
Political Parties


Blackboard: The Chieftains and the Church


Elections



AG 8
Week 15


   
Elections



Blackboard: The 2004 Election




A Divided America? 


Culture Wars (Entire) Quiz
A Divided America? 


No new reading

Week 16



Money and Politics


AG 9






Money and Politics


Blackboard: Campaign Finance Reform



Wrap-up



no new reading




Final Exam


Final Exam:  
8:00-9:40

Final Exam as scheduled by the College.  

In Classroom

