The University of North Carolina Wilmington
Department of Public & International Affairs
Spring 2009

 
PLS 101-5:  AMERICAN NATIONAL GOVERNMENT
 
Instructor: Dr. Tom Barth


Phone: 910-465-0239 (work cell)
Office:  Leutze Hall 118



E-Mail: bartht@uncw.edu
 
Office Hours:  Monday & Wednesday: 2:00 – 3:30 p.m.

Monday 5:00 – 6:00 p.m. 

or by appointment (recommended)
Class Hours:  M-W 3:30 – 4:45 p.m.  Leutze Hall 141 
 
 
I. COURSE DESCRIPTION AND OBJECTIVES

 
          The course is based on the concept that American National Government is learned best by understanding both the roots of government and the present day context; in other words, how government has evolved over time.  Students will gain an understanding of the Founding Fathers’ views of government, and how the Constitution and our governing institutions have adjusted to change in the continuing effort to balance freedom, order, and equality in a society where cultural values and technology are dynamic.  The course will also help students to further define their own political ideology, whether it be liberal, conservative, libertarian, or communitarian.
 
     The other theme of this course is that as citizens, students have a responsibility to engage political issues and learn how to actively participate in respectful dialogue.  It is only by taking sides on issues that students can learn to appreciate the competing values that underlie the often polarized debates that mark the political landscape in America today.  Furthermore, such discourse enables students to identify and challenge their own values as well as build an appreciation and respect for other students/citizens who have the right to disagree with them.

 
II. REQUIRED TEXTS
 
O’Connor, Karen and Larry Sabato (2008).  American Government:  Continuity and
Change.  New York:  Pearson-Longman.
 
Mckenna, George and Stanley Feingold. Taking Sides:  Clashing Views on
Controversial Political Issues Guilford, CT:  Dushkin.
 
Readings from other sources may be assigned as the instructor deems appropriate.

III. COURSE REQUIREMENTS

 
 
Contributions to Class (15%)
 
     This is not a lecture-oriented class where the instructor speaks and the students passively listen.  Student presentations, panel discussions, debates, small group exercises and other techniques will be used to foster active learning.  For this format to be effective, students are expected to have read assigned material and completed any written assignments prior to class. Specifically, each student should be prepared to share the following two items for each reading assignment:

 

*** The single most significant sentence or passage in the reading.
 

*** One key question from the reading. 
 
     Furthermore, students are expected to attend class, be on time, and actively participate in class exercises.  Reasons for lowering of this portion of the grade would be frequent absences, inability to respond to instructor questions or assignments because of poor preparation for class, or lack of effort to participate in class discussions.  Two one page (typed, single-spaced) reaction papers to guest speakers will also be a part of the class contribution grade. Due on March 13 and April 8.
 
     Attendance will be taken at the beginning of each class.  Three absences from class are allowed.  Additional absences (regardless of reason) will result in an automatic lowering of this portion of the grade in the following manner:  4 = B, 5 =C, 6= D, 7+ = F. Frequent lateness to class or early departure from class will also affect this grade.  

Laptop and Cell Phone Policy

     Note:  No laptops or cell phone usage (including texting) are allowed in class. After one warning, a full grade will be deducted from the class contribution grade after each additional warning.
 
 
“Taking Sides” Talking Points (25%)
 
     Students are required to come to class with a one page typed (single-space) sheet assessing the assigned issue from the “Taking Sides” reader to be discussed that day (see course schedule).  Each sheet should contain the following:
 
·  three key bullet points from the “yes” side
·  three key bullet  points from the “no” side
·  YOUR position with justification

 
     There is no “right” or “wrong” answer; papers will be graded based on whether the above points are addressed in a thoughtful manner.  Since the papers will be used for class discussion, late papers will not be accepted and will receive a grade of “F.” If a student cannot attend class, the paper must be submitted by email to the instructor in advance of the class.

     These papers will be used by students as guides for panel discussions throughout the semester.  Students will be randomly assigned to panels at the beginning of class for each “Taking Sides” issue so you must always be prepared to defend your position and critique the other side.  Students in the audience will also be expected to join in the discussion with the panelists for the day.
 

Student Essay (10%)

     Student must write a three page typed essay (double-spaced) on “What I Would Change About American Government.”  Due on last day of class (April 27).

Mid-Term and Final Exams (50%) 

 
     An in-class mid-term (March 4) and final exam (May 6) will be given (worth 25% each).
 

Grading Scale

Note:  This class will use the plus/minus grading system (A, A-, B+, B-, etc.) according to the following scale:


A
94-100


B
91-93


B+
88-90


B
85-87


B-
82-84


C+
79-81


C
76-78


C-
73-75


D+
70-72


D
67-69


D-
64-66


F
below 64

 

IV. CLASS SCHEDULE

 
Jan. 7

Student Introductions, Course Expectations


Introductory Comments
 
 
PART 1:  FOUNDATIONS OF GOVERNMENT
 
Jan. 12

The Political Landscape



Chapter 1
 
Jan. 14

The Constitution



Chapter 2

Jan. 19

Martin Luther King Holiday – No Class
 
Jan. 21

Taking Sides Issue #5:  “Should the Courts Seek the ‘Original Meaning’ of 


the Constitution?”


***One Pager Due***

Jan. 26

Federalism/State &Local Government



Chapters 3 & 4
Jan. 28

Civil Liberties



Chapter 5 
Feb. 2

Civil Rights



Chapter 6

 
Feb.4

Taking Sides Issue 9:  “Does Affirmative Action Advance Racial Equality?”
 


***One Pager Due***
  
PART 2:  INSTITUTIONS OF GOVERNMENT
 
Feb. 9

Congress






Chapter 7
Feb. 11
The Presidency



Chapter 8

Feb. 16
Taking Sides Issue #4:  “Does the President Have Unilateral War Powers?”



***One Pager Due***

Feb. 18
The Executive Branch and Federal Bureaucracy



Chapter 9
 
Feb. 23
The Judiciary



Chapter 10



 

 

PART 3:  POLITICAL BEHAVIOR

 

Feb. 25
Political Socialization and Public Opinion



Chapter 11
 

March 2
Guest Speaker on Political Socialization
March 4
Mid-Term Exam
March 9 & 11
No Class – Spring Break
March 16
Political Parties



Chapter 12 




***One Page Reaction to Guest Speaker Due***

March 18
Voting & Elections



Chapter 13
March 23
The Campaign Process 



Chapter 14 

March 25
Taking Sides Issue #3:  “Should America Adopt Public Financing of Political

Campaigns?”





***One Pager Due***

March 30
The Media



Chapter 15

April 1

Guest Speaker on the Media
April 6

Interest Groups



Chapter 16




***One Page Reaction to Guest Speaker Due***


PART  4:
PUBLIC POLICY


 

April 8

Social Welfare Policy 



Chapter 17 

April 13
Taking Sides Issue #12:  “Is America becoming More Unequal?”



***One Pager Due***


April 15
Economic Policy




Chapter 18

April 20
Foreign and Defense Policy



Chapter 19

April 22
Taking Sides Issue #21:  “Must America Exercise World Leadership?”




***One Pager Due***
April 27
Last Day of Class



***Three Page Essay Due***
May 6

 Final Exam 3:00 – 6:00 p.m.

(Wed)

6

