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COURSE OVERVIEW










This course provides students with a comprehensive analysis of the U.S. national government. It is designed to examine constitutional and historical background, opinion and participation in the political process, the politics of public policy, and the institutions of the national government.

The course has two main objectives:

1. to gain a comprehensive understanding of the operation of the U.S. national government.

2. to develop an analytical perspective toward the conduct of politics in the U.S., including:

a. an understanding of typical patterns of political processes and behavior and their consequences.

b. analysis and interpretation of subject matter and data through writing.

The course is taught with a student-centered approach.  The methodologies used to teach the course include: lecture / outline notes, current event readings, group projects, student presentations, debates, Socratic seminars, and case studies.

COURSE REQUIREMENTS AND GRADING POLICY






Attendance, participation, and completion of the reading assignments by class time is expected and is essential to success in this course.  Completion of written assignments on time is also expected.

The grading policy is as follows (There will be one major paper or project each marking period.):



Tests





60%

Quizzes





10%



Homework




10%



Papers / Projects



10%

                         College Readiness                                               10%

TEXTBOOK








Wilson, James Q. American Government: Institutions and Polices. 13th ed. Boston, Mass., Houghton Mifflin, 2004.

Additional readings and current event articles will be distributed to supplement material discussed in class.

You should watch several news and politics oriented broadcasts on a regular basis, in order to keep up with current political issues. The following television broadcasts are suggested:

1. Any of the three national, daily evening newscasts. 

2. NOW (PBS) 

3. PBS NewsHour (PBS) 

4. Washington Week (PBS) 

5. The Kudlow Report (CNBC) 

6. The Situation Room (CNN) 

7. State of the Union (CNN) 

8. John King, USA (CNN) 

9. Hannity (Fox News) 

10. Hardball with Chris Matthews (MSNBC)

11. Any of the Sunday morning news broadcasts, e.g.:
a. The McLaughlin Group (NBC)
b. Meet the Press (NBC)
c. Fox News Sunday (FOX)
d. This Week (ABC)
e. Face the Nation (CBS)


COURSE MATERIALS










· 1.5" three-ring binder
· AP Review book of your choice.

· pens/pencils
· white Index Cards (200) ($1 at Target, Walmart or Dollar Store)

· textbook

· 3-ring binder 

· notebook paper

COURSE OUTLINE











UNIT I: CONSTITUTIONAL UNDERPINNINGS OF THE U.S. GOVERNMENT 
It is of great importance in a republic not only to guard the society against the oppression of its rulers, but to guard one part of the society against the injustice of the other part. Different interests necessarily exist in different classes of citizens. If a majority be united by a common interest, the rights of the minority will be insecure.

-James Madison, The Federalist 51

If men were angels, no government would be necessary.

-James Madison, The Federalist 51

I.
THE STUDY OF AMERICAN GOVERNMENT






A. POLITICAL POWER AND AUTHORITY: How is political power distributed in the U.S.? What makes authority legitimate?   B. DEMOCRACY AND INDIVIDUAL CHOICE: How democratic is the United States? How can representative democracy act as a check on tyranny?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 1, 22

Activity:

Elitist Politics

II. 
THE U.S. CONSTITUTION









A. THE POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY OF THE FOUNDERS: What are the purposes of government? How does the Constitution reflect a pessimistic view of human nature?   B. THE CONSTITUTIONAL CONVENTION: What are the key principles of representative government in the United States? Why was a Bill of Rights not initially included in the Constitution?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 2

Activities:

Constitutional Reforms: Modern Views

Free Response Question

III.
FEDERALISM










A. GOVERNMENT STRUCTURE – LOCAL, NATIONAL: What are the positive and negative effects of federalism?   B. FEDERALISM AND CONSTITUTIONAL LAW: Where is sovereignty located in the American political system? How has the Supreme applied the “necessary and proper” clause to federalism?   C. THE POLITICS OF FEDERALISM: Does the system of grants-in-aid upset the balance of federalism? How do conservatives and liberals differ over federal grants and mandates? When and why did devolution gain momentum?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 3

Project:

WebQuest – Federal Mandates: Federal Rules, Local Implementation

Activity:

Free Response Question

IV. 
AMERICAN POLITICAL CULTURE







A. THE MEANING OF AMERICAN POLITICAL CULTURE: What distinctive set of beliefs is fundamental to how most Americans view politics and government?   B. POLITICAL CULTURE: SOURCES EFFICACY, AND TOLERANCE: What is the significance of the culture war? To what extent have Americans come to mistrust government?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 4

Activity:

Data Analysis: Mistrust of Government, Political Efficacy

UNIT II: POLITICAL BELIEFS AND BEHAVIORS 
Government is a contrivance of human wisdom to provide for human wants. People have the right to expect that these wants will be provided for by this wisdom.

-Jimmy Carter

...So long as the people do not care to exercise their freedom, those who wish to tyrannize will do so…

-Voltaire
VII.
PUBLIC OPINION










A. GROUP CLEAVAGES, POLITICAL ATTITUDES, AND POLITICAL IDEOLOGY: What part should public opinion play in shaping policy? How does public opinion differ by race, religion, region, and level of education? What do liberalism and conservatism mean?   B. PUBLIC OPINION POLLING: Why must public opinion polling be a random sample? Why is the sampling error margin important for accurate prediction?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 7
Activities:

Data Analysis: Demographics and Public Opinion

Free Response Question

VIII.
POLITICAL PARTICIPATION








A. POPULAR PARTICIPATION IN ELECTIONS: What factors must be considered in comparing U.S. and European voter turnout? How have extensions of suffrage affected political participation?   B. POLITICAL PARTICIPATION AND VOTING: What demographic factors affect participation in politics? What forms of participation have increased in recent years?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 8
Activities:

Data Analysis: Demographics and Levels of Political Participation

Free Response Question

UNIT III: POLITICAL PARTIES, INTEREST GROUPS, AND MASS MEDIA 
In every free and deliberating society, there must, from the nature of man, be opposite parties, and violent dissensions and discords; and one of these, for the most part, must prevail over the other for a longer or shorter time.

-Thomas Jefferson

"Let me now take a more comprehensive view, & warn you in the most solemn manner against the baneful effects of the Spirit of Party, generally."

-George Washington, Farewell Address
IX.
POLITICAL PARTIES









A. THE RISE AND DECLINE OF THE POLITICAL PARTY: How did the founders view political parties? What political reforms did the Progressives push for?   B. PARTY STRUCTURE TODAY: How do the Republicans and Democrats allocate delegates to their national conventions?   C. PARTIES AS BROAD COALITIONS: Why has the two-party system endured for so long? How do minor (“third”) parties affect public policy? Are party delegates representative of the voters?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 9
Activities:

Democratic and Republican Party Platforms

Free Response Question

X.
ELECTIONS AND CAMPAIGNS








A. PRESIDENTIAL VERSUS CONGRESSIONAL CAMPAIGNS: What are the major differences between getting elected president and to Congress?   B. HOW CAMPAIGNS ARE CONDUCTED: What developments have given rise to the candidate-centered campaign? Why are different strategies needed for primary and general elections?   C. MONEY IN ELECTORAL CAMPAIGNS: What are the sources of campaign funds for presidential and congressional candidates? What were the goals of campaign finance laws? What are the legal controversies concerning campaign finance reform?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 10
Project:

WebQuest – Congressional / Presidential Election Campaign

Activity:

Campaign Finance Reform

XI.
INTEREST GROUPS










A. HISTORY AND INTEREST GROUP FORMATION: What political, social, and economic factors have contributed to the proliferation of interest groups in the United States?   B. KINDS OF ORGANIZATIONS AND GROUP BIAS: How do staff policy preferences relate to member incentives in joining? Does the upper-class status of members lead to upper-class bias in policy preferences?   C. INTEREST GROUPS IN ACTION: What are the main activities of interest groups? Are there ways, both feasible and desirable, to regulate interest groups?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 11
Activity:

Interest Group Presentation

XII.
THE MEDIA











A. THE HISTORY AND STRUCTURE OF THE NEWS MEDIA IN THE U.S.: How have changes in technology and society led to changes in the media? How does a decentralized news media contribute to the promotion of democracy?   B. MEDIA BIAS: How do the news media influence the political agenda? Does the liberal ideology of reporters and editors lead to liberal bias in the news?   C. GOVERNMENT INFLUENCE ON THE MEDIA: How do rules differ for print and electronic media? How has the adversarial press affected the conduct of politicians?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 12
Project:

Media Frenzies in Our Time

Activity:

Telecommunications Act of 1996

UNIT IV: INSTITUTIONS OF NATIONAL GOVERNMENT 
But the great security against a gradual concentration of the several powers in the same department consists in giving to those who administer each department the necessary constitutional means and personal motives to resist encroachments of the others.

-James Madison, The Federalist 51

Government is itself an art, one of the subtlest of the arts.  It is the art of making men live together in peace with reasonable happiness.

-Felix Frankfurter

XIII.
CONGRESS











A. PARLIAMENT VERSUS CONGRESS: Which system represents constituents better; parliamentary or congressional?   B. WHO GETS TO CONGRESS?: Are members of Congress representative of the American people?  What are the advantages of incumbency? What factors determine fair representation?   C. DOES CONGRESS REPRESENT CONSTITUENTS’ OPINIONS?: What factors influence how a member of Congress votes? Should members of Congress represent constituents or the national interest?   D. CONGRESSIONAL ORGANIZATION AND PROCEDURES: How have reforms aimed at decentralizing power in Congress affected the legislative process?  How does the lawmaking process reflect the founders’ goal of preventing a “tyranny of the majority?”   E. REFORM AND ETHICS IN CONGRESS: What reforms have been proposed to reduce the power and perks of Congress? Why has Congress been especially prone to corruption?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 13
Activities:

Congressional Organization and Procedures: Policy Implications

How Members of Congress Vote

Case Study: How a Bill Becomes a Law – Civil Rights Act of 1964

Ethics and Congress

Free Response Question

Paper:

Power and Influence in Congress

XIV.
THE PRESIDENCY










A. THE POWER OF THE PRESIDENT VERSUS OTHER INSTITUTIONS: Who has more power over the legislature, presidents or prime ministers?  Did the Founders want the president to be stronger of weaker than Congress?   B. THE INSTITUTIONAL PRESIDENCY: How does presidential personality relate to organizational structure of staff? Why can’t the president count on cooperation from his appointees to the cabinet? How does presidential personality affect success in office?   C. PRESIDENTIAL SUCCESSION: How does the peaceful transition of the presidency relate to legitimacy of the office?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 14
Activities:

Presidential Power

Free Response Question

XV.
THE BUREAUCRACY









A. SIZE AND POWER OF THE BUREAUCRACY: Why is the bureaucracy considered the fourth branch of government?  What are the main functions of federal government agencies?   B. CONTROL OF THE BUREAUCRACY: How has discretionary authority increased the power of the bureaucracy? What constraints have been placed on government agencies?  What are main forms of congressional oversight of the bureaucracy?   C. BUREAUCRATIC “PATHOLOGIES”: What are the major complaints about government bureaucracy? What reforms have been made to improve bureaucratic performance?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 15
Activities:

Agency Research

Case Study: Iron Triangles

Free Response Question

XIV.
THE JUDICIARY










A. THE HISTORY OF THE FEDERAL JUDICIARY: What impact has judicial review had on U.S. history? What are the three historical eras of adjudication by federal courts?   THE SUPREME COURT IN ACTION: What are the four kinds of opinions issued by the Supreme Court? How does a concurring opinion affect precedent?   THE POWER OF THE FEDERAL JUDICIARY: What factors make it difficult to successfully bring suit to the Supreme Court? Is the judiciary still, as Alexander Hamilton wrote, the “least dangerous” branch? What are the two competing views of how judicial review should be exercised? What are the checks on judicial power?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 16
Activities:

Historical Development of the Courts

Free Response Question

Paper:

Getting to the Supreme Court

UNIT V: PUBLIC POLICY 
Politics is who gets what, when and how.

-Harold Lasswell

XVII.
THE POLICY-MAKING PROCESS








A. SETTING THE POLITICAL AGENDA: What factors define the legitimate scope of government action?   B. COSTS, BENEFITS, AND POLICY: How do perceived costs and benefits affect policy? What was the rationale for the wave of deregulation that occurred during the 1980s?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 17
Activities:

The Politics of Different Policy Issues

Case Study: Deregulation

XVI.
DOMESTIC POLICY





​​​​
A. POLITICS AND ECONOMICS: What are the four major theories on the management of the economy?   B. THE BUDGET PROCESS: Why is the government not a neutral, efficient instrument in controlling the economy? Why does the government run budget deficits?   C. WELFARE POLITICS AND POLICY: What are the three major welfare programs in the United States? How have Americans views of government responsibility to the poor changed over time?   D. THE POLITICS OF ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION: Why has entrepreneurial politics played the dominant role in environmental policy? To achieve environmental goals, should the government regulate or offer incentives?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 18, 19, 21

Activities:

Economic Theories

Major Environmental Laws

Free Response Question

XX.
FOREIGN AND MILITARY POLICY







A. FOREIGN POLICY AS MAJORITARIAN POLITICS: Can democracy maintain enough secrecy to conduct good foreign policy? Who has power in foreign policy?   B. THE FOREIGN POLICY ELITE: What are the four worldviews of the 20th Century? What do we get with our defense budget? What is the structure of the Department of Defense?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 20

Activity:

Pro/Con: Security v. Liberty

UNIT VI: CIVIL RIGHTS AND CIVIL LIBERTIES 

Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.

-Martin Luther King Jr., Letter from Birmingham Jail, April 16, 1963

It is better that ten guilty persons escape, than that one innocent suffer

-Blackstone's Commentaries on the Laws of England

Free speech, exercised both individually and through a free press, is a necessity in any country where people are themselves free.

-Theodore Roosevelt

V.
CIVIL LIBERTIES










A. FIRST AMENDMENT RIGHTS: What limits, if any, should be placed on free speech? How has the Supreme Court interpreted the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment?   B. SEARCHES AND SEIZURES: If a person confesses to a crime, is there any reason why it should not be used in court? Should evidence gathered illegally, but in good faith, be allowed in court? How much can the government do to fight terrorism?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 18

Activity:

Supreme Court Cases on Civil Liberties

VI.
CIVIL RIGHTS










A. CIVIL RIGHTS – THE COURTS AND CONGRESS: Why did the NAACP rely on the courts to further civil rights for blacks? What was the NAACP’s strategy for overturning Plessy v. Ferguson (1896)? What developments led to success for the civil rights movement in Congress?   What is the difference between desegregation and integration?   B. WOMEN AND EQUAL RIGHTS: What was a clear difference in the struggle for equal rights among blacks and women? To what extent can the government limit the right to abortion?   C. AFFIRMATIVE ACTION: What is the rationale for affirmative action programs? How has the Supreme Court ruled on the use of quotas in hiring and in college admissions?

Required Readings:

Wilson Chapter 6
Activities:

Supreme Court Cases on Civil Rights

Pro/Con: Affirmative Action

