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Political Science 6: American Government & Politics

Drew University, Spring 2006
Instructor: Patrick McGuinn


Class Times: M W F, 10:00-10:50 am 
Office: Smith 201


Email: pmcguinn@drew.edu
Office Phone: 408-3425


Office Hours: Tues, Thurs 10-12:00
Course Description:


The American Constitution is widely admired and imitated around the world for establishing majority rule within a framework of limited government and individual rights.  Yet inside America today, researchers have found that many of the country’s citizens are ignorant, apathetic, and cynical about politics and government.  It is my firm belief that these problems are not unrelated and that citizens who understand their government are more likely to participate in it and come to possess a sense of membership and optimism about it.  

This course will provide students with an introduction to the origins, development, and contemporary character of the American political system.  We will play particular attention to the country’s core constitutional principles and their influence on the original design and subsequent evolution of the country’s government.  The course will examine the core attitudes, institutions, and processes that shape contemporary national politics and policymaking and explore how they have changed over time.  

The following questions will guide our study of American politics: What are the core principles and ideals of the American political tradition?  In what ways were these principles and ideals embodied in the Constitution and in the institutions of American government?  How has the country reconciled competing principles such as liberty, order, and equality?  In what ways does the American political system differ from the systems found in other countries?  How have changes in the size and composition of the citizenry, institutional reforms, domestic and international crises, and the skill and ambition of individual political leaders transformed the institutions of government over time?  Has the contemporary American political system remained true to the principles of the Founders?  What are the features of the political system that facilitate and hinder popular control?  In what sense are limits on democracy also an essential part of democratic government?  What are the major ideological and policy debates in contemporary America?

Course Objectives:


This course seeks to provide students with a foundation of knowledge about American politics and government to prepare them for their obligations as citizens.  Even more importantly, however, it is designed to encourage students to think critically about politics and to learn how to express those thoughts effectively in oral debate and in written work.  In our political system, laws and leaders and even institutions change.  By learning what questions to ask and how to answer them, your education will not be made obsolete by the on-rush of events but will serve you long after you have completed this course.

My hope is that you will come to appreciate the complexity of our political system and will be better equipped to evaluate the many, often conflicting, views you will encounter about American government.  It is also hoped that the course will stimulate student interest in pursuing additional coursework in political science and is designed to provide those students with the necessary information and skills with which to do so.  

Required Texts: 

Textbook: America’s New Democracy (Third edition, 2006) by Fiorina, Peterson, Voss, and Johnson 

Reader: The Lanahan Readings in the American Polity (Third edition, 2003), by Serow and Ladd 
Issue Forums: American Democracy in Peril, (Fourth edition, 2004) by William Hudson

Attendance and Participation:  

Students are expected to attend each class having completed the assigned readings and having thought about their central points.  The course will be much more interesting for you if students participate regularly and actively.  The participation grade will be based on informed and active participation and since you can’t participate if you’re not there, attendance is clearly important, although simply showing up is not sufficient to ensure a good participation grade.  

If you miss a class, you are responsible for obtaining the material covered in that session along with any announcements and handouts.  In addition, students should be prepared to remain in the classroom for the entire class period and should turn off cell phones.  
The study of politics is made much more interesting and relevant through reference to the “real world.”  It is thus strongly recommended that students follow current events by reading a major daily newspaper such as The New York Times, The Washington Post, or other periodicals that cover stories related to American politics and government.  I will often begin class with a discussion of recent political issues and events.


I welcome your ideas, opinions, and questions at any time, and encourage you to speak freely during the class.  The discussion of political issues inevitably generates controversy and disagreement among students—indeed that is what makes the study of politics interesting.  It is important, however, that students feel comfortable sharing their thoughts and ideas, so please express your opinions and challenge the opinions of others in a respectful and appropriate manner.

Issue Forums:


On most Fridays we will devote the class session to discussing (in small groups & then as an entire class) a controversial political or policy challenge.  Students are expected to find and read at least one article from the web or lexis-nexis in addition to the reading from the Hudson book.  Preparation for and participation in the issue forums will be a major component of your overall class participation grade.
Communication and Feedback:


Please be sure to communicate with me about your progress throughout the semester, particularly if you will have to miss class or are struggling with the course material or assignments.  I am happy to work one on one with students on your writing and I encourage you to come see me during my office hours or to make other appointments when necessary.  Also please let me know if you have any comments or suggestions on how the class is being run—I want it to be as informative and engaging as possible for you.

Students with special needs: 

As per Drew policy, requests for academic accommodations must be formally filed with the Office of Educational Services. It is the student's responsibility to self-identify with the Office of Educational Services. To schedule an appointment call x3327 or stop by BC 114. Please note that there are no retroactive accommodations.

Course Requirements and Grade Breakdown:

1) Class participation (10%)

2) Short paper (10%)  

3) Longer paper (20%)

4) Three exams (20% each; 60% total)   
** Note: All exams and papers must be completed in order to earn credit for this class.
PAPERS

Short Paper (3-4 pages)

Did the Constitution create a national government that was too strong (as anti-federalists feared) or too weak (as many federalists thought)?  How and why does the power of the national government change over time?  Do we have an appropriate balance of power between state and federal governments today?  Why or why not?  
Longer Paper (7-8 pages)

Identify a policy issue that has been debated in Congress this semester.  Find at least five major newspaper or news magazine articles written about the issue and write a paper that examines the following: 
--differing bills on the issue
--congressional party positions

--role of congressional leaders

--role of congressional committees

--congressional efforts to influence the president

--presidential position
--presidential efforts to influence Congress

Your essay should be grounded in a solid understanding of how Congress and the presidency work and how the two institutions interact.  It should be based on a clear, sensible argument stated early in the essay.  Do not merely summarize the sources of your information.  Use course materials to construct an analytic argument.  Avoid writing a purely descriptive paper. Cite all sources, including course material, using a standard citation format in accordance with Drew University's academic integrity guidelines.

Here is a list of periodicals that are likely to have appropriate articles:

New York Times NewYorkTimes.com

Washington Post Washingtonpost.com

Wall Street Journal
USA Today USAToday.com

Newsweek
Time
US News & World Report
The Economist
CNN.com

MSNBC.com

There are many more sources available through the online services on the Drew library web page.

The essay is due in class Monday, May 8, 2005.  Please attach a copy of the articles you have analyzed.

Note: Papers are due in class on the designated day and must be handed in directly to the professor.  Late papers will be penalized 5 points per day and students who turn in their papers late must verify that the late paper has been received.  

COURSE TOPICS AND READINGS:

January 30- February 3: Introduction and the Idea of Government
Reading: Fiorina, Peterson, Voss, and Johnson, ch. 1
  Serow and Ladd, chs. 1, 2, 3
Friday Issue Forum: The strengths and weaknesses of democracy: Hudson, Introduction 
February 6-10: The Constitution and the Founding
Reading: Fiorina, Peterson, Voss, and Johnson, ch. 2
  Serow and Ladd, part 2 and chs. 15, 17

Friday Issue Forum: Separation of Powers, Hudson, ch. 1
February 13-17: Civil Rights and Liberties

Reading: Fiorina, Peterson, Vos, chs. 13, 14


  
   Serow and Ladd, part 9

Friday Issue Forum: The National Security State, Hudson chapter 8
February 20-22: Federalism

Reading: Fiorina, Peterson, Voss, and Johnson, ch. 3


  Serow and Ladd, part 4
February 24:  FIRST EXAM
February 27-March 3: Political Culture, Public Opinion and Media
Reading: Fiorina, Peterson, Voss, and Johnson, chs. 4 & 5

               Serow and Ladd, chs. 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and parts 10, 14
 
  
Friday Issue Forum: America’s radical individualism, Hudson, Chap. 3
March 6-10: Voting, Campaigns, and Elections

Reading:  Fiorina, Peterson, Voss, and Johnson, chs. 6, 7
   Serow and Ladd, part 12


Friday Issue Forum: How Democratic is our democracy?  Hudson, chs. 4, 5

March 13-17: Drew Spring Break (Have fun!!)
March 20-24: Parties and Interest Groups

Reading:  Fiorina, Peterson, Voss, and Johnson, ch 8

   Serow and Ladd, parts 11, 13
 

Friday Issue Forum: A Power elite?  Hudson, ch. 6
March 24: SHORT PAPER DUE in class
March 27-31: Congress

Reading: Fiorina, Peterson, Voss, and Johnson, ch. 9


  Serow and Ladd, part 5

Friday Movie: The War Room


April 3-5: The Presidency
Reading: Fiorina, Peterson, Voss, and Johnson, chapter 10


  Serow and Ladd, part 6 and chs. 16, 18

April 7: No Class (I’m out of town)
April 10: Bureaucracy

Reading: Fiorina, Peterson, Voss, and Johnson, chapter 11


  Serow and Ladd, part 7

April 12: SECOND EXAM (Covers up through Presidency)
April 14: No Class (Drew closed)
April 17-21: Judiciary

Reading: Fiorina, Peterson, Voss, and Johnson, ch. 12


 Serow and Ladd, part 8
Friday Issue Forum: An Imperial Judiciary?  Hudson, ch. 2
April 24-28: Public Policy


Reading: Fiorina, Peterson, Voss, and Johnson, ch. 15


               Serow and Ladd, part 15

Friday Issue Forum: Inequality; Hudson, chap. 7
May 1-3: The Distinctiveness of the American Political System and Comparative Politics

Reading: Excerpt from America the Unusual (Handout)
May 5: The Future of American Politics and Government and exam review
May 8: SECOND PAPER DUE IN CLASS
End of semester party
FINAL EXAM (Date and location TBA)

