
PSC 100-01: American Politics
106 Graham Building
MWF, 11:00-11:50
Fall 2012

Professor David B. Holian Office Hours: Tuesdays 1:30 to 3:30

Office: 229 Graham Building Email: dbholian@uncg.edu

Course Description

Politics is all around us.

Whether we like it or not—and more and more, it seems, we do not—politicians and
bureaucrats at all levels of government make decisions that influence our lives for better and
worse.  The president is the instantly recognizable symbol of our country, and in many ways
the most powerful person in the world.  Members of Congress vote on arcane amendments to
bills that can have wide-reaching implications in our society for who gains ground, who loses
it, and, more specifically, how much interest you pay on your student loans.  Supreme Court
justices, residing in what the Founders assumed to be the “least dangerous branch” of
government, write opinions that define the rights the Constitution recognizes, and interpret the
liberties it grants.  Bureaucrats at all levels of government implement the rules and regulations
that impose order on society, but that can also make us furious about inefficiency and delays in
receiving the benefits to which we are entitled.

Whether our futures, or those of our friends and neighbors, take us into the business world, the
court room, the state assembly, the school house, or the unemployment line, politics and
government will certainly affect us.  Because we’re all going to have to deal with the political
process, we should come to a better understanding of how it works.  To do this, we will consider
the founding documents that outline our fundamental liberties and delineate our jealously held
rights; the institutions, including the executive branch, the Congress, the courts, and the
bureaucracy, that share power in Washington; the behavior of citizens like ourselves who are
supposed to hold these institutions accountable for their actions; and the linkage
institutions—public opinion, political parties, interest groups, and elections—that connect
citizens to their government.

The questions we will consider are the same questions that political scientists ask every day. 
How can we interpret the often vague wording of the U.S. Constitution?  Why do citizens have
such a low opinion of the U.S. Congress as a whole, yet routinely vote to re-elect incumbents?  
Can a president, even one who masterfully exerts all of his or her formal and informal powers,
possibly live up to the public’s high expectations?  Does public opinion constrain the actions of
members of Congress, or do our representatives act as they please?  How do individuals
organize themselves and express their interests in such a way that those in power will pay
attention?  Does the democratic process work for the few or for the many?  Why do our elected
representatives find it so difficult to compromise across party lines?  Are citizens’ voting
decisions “rational”?  Is it even rational to vote in the first place?  The goal of this course is to
begin to understand and to answer these questions—and many others.
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Course Goals

By the end of the semester, students should be able to:
• identify and critique the compromises made at the American founding;
• analyze the various institutions that form our government;
• appreciate the problems associated with democratic government, including
Americans’ relatively low levels of political knowledge and efficacy;
• critically analyze information presented in a variety of ways, including in tables,
maps, and graphs.

Course Requirements

The overall grade for the course will be determined as follows:

In-Class Assignments    20%
Exam #1 - Exam #4 (20% each)   80   

             100%

All exams will be graded on a 100-point scale.  When calculating final course grades, I will
compute each student’s overall numerical average, including that for the in-class and
homework assignments, and use the following table to convert these averages to letter grades: 

Letter scale

Numerical ranges 

for final grades Letter scale

Numerical ranges

for final grades

A+ >=98 C >=72, <77

A >=92, <98 C- >=70, <72

A- >=90, <92 D+ >=67, <70

B+ >=87, <90 D >=62, <67

B >=82, <87 D- >=60, <62

B- >=80, <82 F <60

C+ >=77, <80

• Attendance

Skipping class and reading someone else’s notes will not teach you enough about American
politics, even if you manage to pass the exams.   Moreover, the classroom is the place where
you absorb lecture material, ask questions, and discuss concepts with classmates.  If you plan
on getting anything out of the class, be here.  I’ve designed the in-class and homework
assignments to reward those who prepare for and show up in class.  Note that I have based 20%
of your grade on completing a variety of such assignments.  Consistent attendance can turn a B
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average on exams into an A for the class.  On the other hand, consistent absences can turn a C
into a D or worse.  If you don’t think a 100-level course is worth attending, or just don’t like
coming to class, period, do yourself a favor: Drop this one.

• Exams

The exams will be held in class on September 17, October 12, November 7, and December 10. 
The last exam, which is scheduled during finals week, is not comprehensive.

These exams will include multiple choice, short answer, and comparative identification
questions drawn from assigned readings, lectures, and current events in American politics.  The
exams are designed to keep you current in the reading and to help you keep track of the detailed
material that you will learn.  Exam questions will be both descriptive and analytic.  That is, a
question may be as simple and descriptive as how many members comprise the House of
Representatives; or, you may be asked to compare and contrast the functions of the House and
the Senate.  Therefore, memorization alone will not suffice for these exams.  You will have to
think about the material, particularly how the various concepts that we discuss relate to each
other.

• Exam Make-Up Policy

There is a very specific make-up policy for these exams.  Read this section carefully as students are
responsible for knowing and following this policy.  If you cannot take an exam at the assigned time
because of health or personal reasons, you may take one make-up exam, subject to the following
conditions. 

(a) You must notify me before the exam.  Advance notification is not negotiable.  If you
have to miss an exam, you will know ahead of time.  If you do not get in touch with me
before the exam either in person or via email, you may not take a make up.  That is, you
receive a non-negotiable zero for that exam.  I want to accommodate those people who
cannot take an exam on a certain date, not those who pick up the syllabus for the first
time and discover they have missed an exam. 

(b) No one may take more than one make up. This would create an administrative
nightmare.  I will accommodate someone who breaks his or her right arm on September
17 and left arm on October 12, if he or she has the doctor’s notes and the casts to confirm
such horrible luck.  But anyone with less dramatic situations will have to settle for one
make-up opportunity and a zero on a second missed exam. 

(c) All make-up exams will be given on the same date at the same time and place.  I will
announce the date, time, and place in class.  Make-up exams will be given on a Friday
afternoon late in the semester.  There is no make-up opportunity for the fourth exam. 
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(d) A final word of warning: students tend to do poorly on make-up exams. Compared to
regularly scheduled tests, make-up exams are difficult because you are forced to learn
the material out of context.  It is hard to go back and study material you first learned
weeks before while you’re also trying to prepare for Exam #4.  Do not take the make-up
option unless it is absolutely necessary. 

Finally, please note that, except in extraordinary and well documented circumstances,
incompletes are not available for this class.

•  Special Needs

If you have any special needs that will affect your ability to learn in this class, please inform 
me immediately and appropriate steps will be taken to assist you. 

• Classroom Demeanor

Come to class on time.  Turn off and put away cell phones, pagers, and anything else that makes
annoying noises for the entire class period.  And note this helpful pet-peeve alert: plan on
remaining in class the full 50 minutes.  In other words, do what you have to do so that you don’t
have to leave during class without good reason.  Sauntering in and out of class is disruptive to
other students and disrespectful to me.

Concerning laptops: The only reason to bring a laptop to this class is to take notes.  All students
who use laptops must sit in the first row. 

• Cheating & Plagiarism

The university’s Academic Honor Policy, which addresses the consequences of cheating and
plagiarism, is available via the web at: 

http://sa.uncg.edu/handbook/academic-integrity-policy/

The Honor Policy defines cheating as follows: “Intentionally using or attempting to use
unauthorized materials, information, or study aids in any academic exercise. Cheating includes
but is not limited to unauthorized copying from the work of another student, using notes or
other materials not authorized during an examination, giving or receiving information or
assistance on work when it is expected that a student will do his/her own work, or engaging in
any similar act that violates the concept of academic integrity.”

Exams are closed book, closed notes.  Collaborative work during the exams is considered
cheating.  You may study together if you like but think for yourselves. 
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• UNCG'S Policy on Commercial Note-Taking Services

Please be aware that selling class notes for commercial gain or purchasing class notes in this or
any other course at UNCG is in violation of both the University's Copyright Policy and the
Student Code of Conduct.  No commercial note-taking service, regardless of what it may claim
on its website, has received authorization to sell notes—nor will they—from UNCG. Students
who ignore this policy are in violation of the Code of Conduct.  

Sharing notes for studying purposes or borrowing notes to make up for absences, where no
commercial gain is involved, are not violations of UNCG policies.

• Required Texts

The following text is available at the university bookstore:

[KTR] Barbour, Christine and Gerald C. Wright.  2011.  Keeping the Republic: Power and
Citizenship in American Politics, Fourth Brief Edition.  Washington, DC: CQ Press.

I will also post assigned “At Issue” readings on Blackboard (Bb) throughout the semester.  Due
dates for these readings are indicated on the Course Outline.

• Deus ex machina

In literature, the theater—and now, political science—a deus ex machina is any unlikely
occurrence or device that magically resolves the difficulties or the seeming hopelessness of the
plot—or, in our case, the semester.  All the poor decisions leading to a story’s climax are wiped
away by an improbable intervention at the last moment.  If you’ve ever read a book in which
the heroine realizes that the horrors visited upon her were all just a dream, or watched a play in
which the hero, facing disaster, is saved just before the curtain falls by some unlikely
contrivance of the playwright, you’re familiar with this literary gimmick.  There will be no such
last-second interventions in this class.  My responsibilities to you include making my
expectations transparent and treating you—and everyone else in the class—fairly.  My
responsibilities do not include wiping away your poor decisions with, for example, last-second
offers of extra credit available only to you.  Such behavior on my part would be unfair to others
in the class who worked hard enough to meet or exceed my expectations.  There are no
exceptions.  Don’t ask for one.
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Course Outline

Date Topic Key Points Reading

August 20
August 22

Introduction What is Politics? Syllabus
KTR, pp. 1-23

August 24
August 27
August 29
August 31

Political Culture &
   Ideology

Culture: Ideas That Unite Americans
Ideology: Ideas That Divide Americans

KTR, pp. 23-40

Bb

September 3 No Class: Labor Day

September 5
September 7
September 10

Politics of the
   Founding

The Constitutional Convention
Large vs. Small States
Northern vs. Southern States

KTR, ch. 2

September 12
September 14

Federalism & the
   Constitution

National vs. State Governments
At Issue: Federalism

KTR, ch. 3
Bb

September 17 EXAM #1

September 19
September 21
September 24

Civil Liberties The Bill of Rights
Fundamental liberties
At Issue: Incorporation

KTR, ch. 4

Bb

September 26
September 28
October 1

Civil Rights Political Inequality
The Court & Civil Rights

KTR, ch. 5

October 3
October 5
October 8
October 10 

The Congress First Among Equals
Representation 
Lawmaking
At Issue: The U.S. Congress

KTR, ch. 6

Bb

October 12 EXAM #2

October 12 is also North Carolina’s voter registration deadline.  

If you are a U.S. citizen and will be at least 18 years old on November 6, you are eligible to vote.

See Blackboard for details about how to register to vote in a North Carolina county.

October 15 No Class: Fall Break
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October 17
October 19
October 22
October 24

The Presidency Evolving Presidential Power
Presidential Approval
At Issue: Executive Dominance

KTR, ch. 8

Bb

October 26
October 29

The Bureaucracy Policy Making & Implementation KTR, ch. 8

October 31
November 2
November 5

The Judiciary The “Least Dangerous Branch”
Judicial Review
At Issue: Politics & the Supreme Court

KTR, ch. 9

Bb

November 6 Election Day

November 7 EXAM #3

November 9
November 12
November 14

Public Opinion Public Opinion in the U.S.
Measuring Public Opinion
At Issue: The Nature of Public Opinion Bb

November 16
November 19

Political Parties & 
Interest Groups

The American Party System
Interest Group Pluralism

KTR, ch. 11

November 21
November 23

No Class: Thanksgiving

November 26
November 28
November 30
December 3

Voting & Elections Voting
Presidential Elections

At Issue: Decision 2012

KTR, ch. 12

Bb

December 4 No Class: Reading Day

December 10 EXAM #4 (12:00 - 1:15)


