PL 1013 AMERICAN DEMOCRACY FALL 2010 UNITY COLLEGE

SYLLABUS
Objectives of the course: 

· To understand the basic history, structure, and character of American politics, governmental institutions, and laws. 

· To understand how American federal politics, institutions, and laws work.

· To explore the roots of, and trends in, important American federal policy issues.
· To analyze and communicate, orally and in writing, key concepts and policies in American government.
Organization and structure of this course:

We will read and discuss assigned chapters from the text on important concepts and institutions. With each reading, the class will examine an assigned question or questions to think about for analysis and class discussion. Every other week, one to two page critical thinking essays on these questions will be due during the class for which the chapter reading is assigned. In the alternate weeks, students will be responsible for carrying out and turning in research on the questions for use in class debate. 
Students are expected to reflect carefully on these questions, think through answers, make a case in a well-organized fashion, and defend and explain it with reasoning and evidence. There will also be short essay quizzes on key concepts in the readings, lectures, and class discussions.

This is not an exercise in rote learning. I may ask you on a quiz or in class to explain what “impeachment” is, for example, but I won’t ask you to list the two US presidents who have been impeached or the one who would have been. While you will be expected to learn the meaning of most key terms in the text chapters we read, you will not be expected to parrot back a word-for-word definition.   

We will ask and discuss many questions that do not have yes or no answers. Learning to live with ambiguity is an important skill – not only in American politics. 

A key feature of the course will be detailed study, reporting, and presentation by each student on multiple aspects of a particular 2010 US House or Senate campaign. This study is designed to help bring many of the concepts and theories of American democracy to life. 

In addition, each student will present a PowerPoint on a current issue for one of the chapter topics.

Daily assignments

Assignments will be posted on the American Democracy assignments web page. It is your responsibility to check the web page BEFORE assignments are due. 
Do not print out the assignments page for use throughout the semester. Assignments will change over time and with changing circumstances. The assignment page is the only page with listings of individual responsibilities and dates for your presentations. 

Student responsibilities for successful coursework 

Investment: Active participation in group and class activities, discussion, and thinking is essential, as is preparation in advance for each class. You are responsible for all assignments and class work at the time these are due. 

Be present during class both physically and mentally. This means that you should not be studying for another class, chatting with your neighbors, or text messaging. 
Keep your electronics OFF during class. This proscription applies to MP3 players, cell phones (text as well as voice), pagers, radios, you name it. Laptops are to be used only for presentations, class research work, or with advance permission from me.

Attendance: Students should plan to attend all classes and are responsible for all information presented. Absences will affect your class participation grade. In case of serious illness, family emergency, or other urgent situation, please notify the Registrar's office. 

Work standards: Written work must be typed or computer-printed, double-spaced, and written in complete sentences with proper punctuation and spelling. Late assignments which have not been discussed with me prior to the deadline will receive lower grades and may not be accepted at all. 

Communicating with me: When you need help or clarification in the course, please contact me. I welcome and encourage you to call my office, come to the office, or send an email.

If you have any concern about meeting the requirements of this course or if you are in need of accommodations of any kind, please see me.

Instructor: Nancy Ross, 948-3131 x249; nross@unity.edu; 204 S. Coop, MW 11:00-12:15, T 1:30-3, and by appointment

Grading:

Class discussion/participation/investment – 20%

Critical thinking essays – 10%
Debate preparation – 10%

Election campaign reports (5 @ 5% each) and presentation (10%) – 35%

Quizzes – 15%

Issue in the news presentation – 10%

Text:

Wilson et al., The Essentials: American Government, twelfth edition
Academic Integrity:

The Unity Honor Code applies in this class and in all classes at Unity College.

GRADING CRITERIA FOR PAPERS, TALKS, AND REPORTS
Each of the following criteria will be considered in evaluation:

· Focus (meets assignment, all assigned issues presented, thorough and coherent coverage, no extraneous information)

· Reasoning and evidence (appropriate supporting material, logical arguments)

· Organization (well-ordered, good transitions, seamless integration of ideas and arguments, consistent look and feel)  

· Clarity (says what you mean to say, sufficient detail, not repetitious, not wordy, not awkward)

· Documentation (use of reputable sources, accurate and complete citation of sources)

Sources need to be cited both in the text (paper, PowerPoint, essay) as you use them (give author and date) AND at the end in a references section. Below are links to a comprehensive explanation of how to cite just about anything. It’s the American Psychological Association style manual. 

The link below is to basic in-text citation rules. Use the links near the bottom of the page to see how to handle specific cases. http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/02/ 

The link below is to basic reference list rules. Use the links near the bottom of the page to see how to handle specific cases. http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/05/ 
· Mechanics (spelling, grammar, syntax, punctuation, sentence structure) 

Issue in the news presentation
On a national policy issue associated with the chapter specified

Due on date for which you signed up
Where can I find news stories in the topic area?

Use reputable sources, such as US news sections of a daily newspaper with significant wire service coverage (e.g., Bangor Daily News, Portland Press Herald), a national newspaper with significant coverage by expert national correspondents (e.g., Washington Post, New York Times, Wall Street Journal), or an international news service that is recognized as thoughtful and without an ax to grind (e.g., BBC, CNN, Reuters). If in doubt as to reputability of your source, check with a librarian at Quimby Library or me.

What is the presentation supposed to cover?

· Explain what the issue is about (brief history and current status).
· Identify and describe the government agencies, politicians, interest groups, and political parties involved – and their positions on the issue.
· Identify and explain factors that influence policy decisions on the issue, including
· economic considerations,
· public opinion and media coverage
· cultural, religious, ethnic, and other demographic factors.
What is expected of the presenter? 

· Bring three possible issues to class to see what most interests the class at least a week in advance. Meet with Nancy to go over the presentation and issue at least a class in advance.

· Hand in an outline (PowerPoint printed out in outline format) to Nancy immediately following the talk.

· Give a 5 minute oral presentation at the date and time scheduled.

· Cover issue, stakeholders, and influencing factors with adequate and accurate information.

· Follow the Unity Honor Code: (briefly) cite each source as you use it and include a comprehensive references cited section at the end.

· Clearly present the major conflicts, dilemmas, and arguments relating to the issue. Describe recent history as well as current status.

· Be well organized in the presentation.

· Use visual aids effectively.

· Involve the class with thought-provoking dilemmas and questions for discussion (not included in your 5 minutes but not  to exceed another 5 minutes).

· Make the talk interesting and informative.

2010 election campaign reports
Five reports and one final PowerPoint

Due on dates specified on assignment page
We will attempt to have each student pick a separate federal 2010 race for an open seat in the US House or US Senate. A series of papers on your selected campaign will compare the two (or more) major candidates across several important aspects under study in the course.

Each student will submit five two- to three-paged double-spaced papers on aspects of the candidates and campaign as detailed below. In addition, you present a 10 minute PowerPoint (or talk with visual aids) during the last week of class.

If the paper is received on time, you may redraft each paper as many times as you wish for a better grade so long as the redraft is submitted to me a) within two weeks of the day I pass back the latest draft and b) before Thanksgiving Break. 

See grading criteria for papers, talks, and essays. The requirement to use reputable sources will, in many cases, be difficult for these papers. Major sources of information, such as campaign websites and interest group websites, will be biased. When you use a biased source, you will be responsible for describing and evaluating the bias – as well as for attempting to find corroboration for your analysis in more reputable sources where possible.

An excellent, comprehensive source for information on positions on issues for Congressional candidates is Project Vote Smart at http://www.votesmart.org/election_congress.php Do not copy undigested information from this site, however. You will need to do additional research and analysis to figure out the background and significance of various votes and positions on issues.

I very strongly suggest that you pick a campaign in which the major candidates have taken the Project Vote Smart Political Courage Test. The results will give you good information about the candidates.

Another excellent resource is The Center for Responsive Politics at http://www.opensecrets.org/index.php. Here you will find searchable financial donation databases by candidate, donor, election year, and more for all Congressional campaigns, using Federal Election Commission campaign finance data. You can search by amounts, donors, years, etc. Be sure to enter the encrypted letters and numbers; otherwise, your search won’t work. Another tip: use last name, first name for searches.

A new website at http://factcheck.org/ may be useful. It describes the political leanings and agendas of independent political groups that can now, under a recent Supreme Court decision, funnel money from business corporations or labor unions into the election process, often public disclosure of their donors. See http://factcheck.org/playersguide2010/ for an alphabetical list.

Paper #1 due Sept. 16th 

What is the race? Who are the candidates? Describe and briefly evaluate each candidate’s past record and current position on the following issues:

· No Child Left Behind, Race to the Top (education learning standards)

· Health care and insurance

· Afghanistan war

· Immigration
· Job creation
· Energy policy

In addition describe and evaluate positions on at least one other issue not from the list above. Pick one or two,  such as:

· Financial and banking regulation

· Tax cuts

· Toxics regulation reform

· Gay marriage

· Climate change

· Free trade

· Affirmative action

· Abortion

· Gun control/rights

Paper #2 due Sept. 30th 

Describe the interest groups that support each of your candidates and those that oppose each candidate. Why do these interest groups take the positions they do? Who are the major donors to each campaign? Why do these donors support these candidates?

Paper #3 due Oct. 21st 

How well does each of your candidates support the positions of their party? What circumstances in their districts, political lives, etc. influence how closely they hew to the party line? 

For some background to compare the positions of candidates to the positions of their party, take a look at the Republican National Committee agenda at http://www.gop.com/index.php/issues/issues/ (Keep clicking on to get through the > icon to get to various issues) and the Democratic National Committee website agenda at http://www.democrats.org/agenda.html. 
These are watered down apple pie statements that don’t say much. Look at the issue positions you have already described and a couple more that may have emerged as important in the race. See how closely the candidates reflect Democratic or Republican ideology.

Another good source of information is the Washington Post website, which has a Congressional Votes database for incumbents at http://projects.washingtonpost.com/congress/111/ Click on House or Senate. Click “list of members.” When you find your candidate, you will find the percentage of votes s/he voted with party, along with other interesting data, such as key votes descriptions, demographics of district, and more.

Paper #4 due Nov. 4th 

Describe and give examples of the nature of media coverage in the campaign. Describe and give examples of campaign advertising, both by the candidates and by other groups. How do the media coverage and ad campaigns relate to issue positions and public opinion? Is there negative campaigning going on? Explain.


DO THE RESEARCH ON THIS ONE BEFORE THE CAMPAIGN ENDS ON NOV. 2. IF YOU WAIT TOO LONG, THE ADS AND COVERAGE WILL NO LONGER BE ON CAMPAIGN WEBSITES OR YOUTUBE.
Paper #5 due Nov. 18th 

Who won? What factors were influential in the campaign? What were surprises? How would you analyze the results from political, demographic, economic, and cultural perspectives?
PowerPoint presentation due Dec. 7th

Your 5 to 10 minute PowerPoint will include:

· Who are the candidates (party, background, political experience, philosophy, positions on key issues)?

· What and where was the race?

· Who were/are the candidates’ supporters and why?

· What interesting issues, events, media, etc. came to light during the campaign?

· Who won and why?

· Were/are there any national implications, issues, etc. of this race? If so, what?
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