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Course Description
This course is an advanced seminar on voters in the American political system. Broadly, we will cover topics ranging from what factors influence how individuals vote to discussions of social groups, partisanship, opinions, and other characteristics that shape Americans as political actors.

 

We will finish the semester discussing the 2018 elections. As this is an election year, you will be expected to keep up with the election season underway. This is discussed more thoroughly below.

 

I EXPECT YOU TO READ AND CHECK THIS SYLLABUS ON A REGULAR BASIS. IT CONTAINS ALL OF THE HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENTS AND EXPECTATIONS OF THIS COURSE. WITHOUT THE SYLLABUS, YOU WILL MISS IMPORTANT DEADLINES AND FALL BEHIND IN YOUR COURSEWORK. YOU SHOULD BE CHECKING IT EVERY WEEK.

I also strongly prefer that you take notes during class on paper. Research has proven that taking notes on a laptop reduces your comprehension and retention of the subject matter. Please bring a notebook and pen to class. You may transcribe your notes later into your laptop for searchability, but writing itself is a remembering tool.

 

Required Texts
There are two books required for this course, located at the bookstore. They are also available on amazon.com, for purchase or rental.

1. William H. Flanigan, Nancy H. Zingale, Elizabeth A. Theiss-Morse and Michael W. Wagner. 2015. Political Behavior of the American Electorate. CQ Press. 13th Edition.

2. Clawson, Rosalee and Zoe Oxley. 2017. Public Opinion: Democratic Ideals, Democratic Practice. CQ Press. 3rd edition.
 
Bundled together: 978-1-5063-8189-3
In addition to the required texts, I will occasionally assign readings from journals, other books, and other resources. These readings will be available on ELMS, prior to the class for which they are assigned.

 

 

Course Format
As this is an advanced seminar, the course will consist to a large degree of lectures AND the discussion of course material. With respect to the lectures, some lecture material will substantially overlap what is in the text, but sometimes the lectures will not overlap with the text much at all. Participation—questions and comments from you—will be expected in discussion of all readings, which are to be read prior to the class for which they are assigned. In order to assure that this is clearly understood, you will complete a reading quiz on ELMS each week before class begins. The quiz will close at 10:00 am on Wednesdays.
 

Questions or comments are welcomed during lectures. Feel free to ask for clarification if you do not understand something said in class. Similarly, you should feel free to comment if you disagree or agree with something said. You may also want to ask questions about text material even if it is not directly touched on in class. In general, questions are very useful, not just to you, but to your fellow classmates and to me, so do not hesitate to raise them.

 

In addition to lectures and discussion of readings, there will also be occasional films shown, which I expect you to discuss in class after the film. I expect you to combine what you have learned in the reading with what you have seen in the film. This will require you to think on your feet – a very useful skill.

 

We will also conduct occasional debates, in which all students will be expected to participate. These will follow established guidelines, and will include all students.

 
Coursework Requirements
Your grade for this course will come from the following:

· A midterm exam (25%)

· Candidate coverage reports (15%)

· Debate participation (15%)

· Class participation (10%)

· Weekly reading quizzes (10%)

· A term paper due on December (due date- TBD) (25% - in lieu of final exam)

 

 

 

Midterm Exam
The midterm exam will cover all lectures and assigned readings from the first class until the class

before the midterm. It will be closed book and notes and consist of short answer questions and a

choice of essays.  

 

Term Paper
You will be randomly assigned to focus on one party in the 2018 congressional election. This is a research project, focusing on each party’s electoral strategy, given what we have learned about voter behavior. What groups of people has this party tried to attract? How have they tried to attract voter attention and support? How can you tell? Is this a good strategy based on our knowledge of voter behavior, electoral history, and demographic trends?

 

YOU DO NOT NEED TO BE A FAN OF THIS PARTY TO COMPLETE THE PROJECT. In order to successfully complete this project you will need to make an effort to watch and document campaign commercials, candidate web sites, TV news coverage, and news accounts of the campaign while it is under way.

 

The paper will be 10-15 pages in length and must cite campaign materials from the party, as well as news stories about the party, and most importantly all relevant class materials assigned during the semester, in order to put the party’s performance in theoretical, demographic, and historical perspective. What kind of voting behavior is/was your party hoping to induce? What should the party have done better in terms of voter behavior? In addition, using what you have learned in class, you should explain the three main reasons why you believe your assigned party will win/lose.

 

Candidate Coverage Reports
In order to be sure you are following the campaign and the readings throughout the semester, you will write a bi-weekly 2-page report on (1) the party’s performance and strategy and (2) how this relates to the readings for the past two weeks. This should include 1 page of summaries of news coverage and/or individual candidate or party performance and 1 page relating party performance to the readings. These can and should be used to help you write your final paper. They will be graded on a 1-3 basis. 1 = less than I expected; 2 =about what I expected; 3 = more than I expected. If you consistently receive 1 on these assignments, you should come see me.

 

Our Own Debates
We will spend some of the class time engaging in our own debates over specific questions. These will not be formal debates, but more like vigorous discussions. During debate weeks, I expect you to have read the week’s assigned reading paying special attention to the debate topic. During debate time, you will each write a single paragraph describing your position. You will then pass your paper two students to the left. This student will write a response to your paragraph. All pages will be immediately turned in to me, and I will read a select few, in order to begin our discussion. You will be graded on your written thoughts and responses, as well as your verbal participation. We will all remain respectful and measured in our speech, as respectful debate, even disagreement, is an increasingly crucial element of American democracy.
 
Contacting Me: If you wish to contact me outside of class, please email me and I will reply within 48 hours. If your question requires more explanation than can be provided in an email, please come to my office during office hours or make an appointment with me during another time. I will not be able to meet after class. I do expect all written communication to be professional in nature. All emails should be sure to indicate the name of the student and the name of this class.
Contacting You: If class is ever cancelled or changed, I will notify you via ELMS. Please check the course page regularly.
Evaluations: I take your evaluation of my course very seriously. Each year I revise my syllabus, course assignments and exam questions based on the feedback I receive on the course evaluation. I am not only interested in the scores that you give this class but I am also very interested in the specific comments you have about this course.
Conduct: All students should be aware of the expectations of conduct elaborated at http://www.ugst.umd.edu/courserelatedpolicies.html 

 

Course Outline
The following lists the topics and reading assignments that we will cover on each day. Readings denoted with an asterisk (*) will be available prior to that class online.  

 

Week 1- 1/29: Structure of the Course, Introduction to Political Behavior and Democracy
Clawson and Oxley Ch. 1 (including Appendix)

Flanigan et al Ch. 1
  
Week 2 – 2/5: American Parties
Take Quiz by 10am!
Flanigan Ch. 4

*Emenaker and Morone, Ch. 11

 

Debate: What reforms should be made to the US Party system?
Is American democracy dying?
Week 3 – 2/12: American Partisanship

Campaign Coverage Report 1 due
Take Quiz by 10am!
Clawson & Oxley Ch. 5 (pg. 155-168)
*Huddy, Mason & Aaroe (2015). “Expressive Partisanship” American Political Science Review.
Week 4- 2/19: Ideology
Take Quiz by 10am!

Clawson and Oxley Ch. 5 (pg. 139-155)
*Ellis, Christopher, and James A. Stimson. 2009. “Symbolic Ideology in the American Electorate.” Electoral Studies.
*Converse, Philip. 1964. “The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass Publics”
(ELMS)  

 

Debate:
What does it mean to be a rational voter? 
 
Week 5- 2/26: Public Opinion
Campaign Coverage 2 report due
Take Quiz by 10am!

Flanigan Ch. 5

Clawson and Oxley Ch. 4, 12

*Emenaker and Morone, Ch 8
* Cohen, Geoffrey L. 2003. “Party Over Policy: The Dominating Impact of Group Influence on Political Beliefs.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 85 (5):808–22.
Debate: How should the US balance public opinion against representatives’ judgment?
 
Week 6- 3/5: Social Groups
Take Quiz by 10am!

Flanigan Ch. 6

Clawson and Oxley, Ch. 6, 7

*“A Cross-Cutting Calm: How Social Sorting Drives Affective Polarization.” 2016. Public Opinion Quarterly.

 
Week 7- 3/12: Midterm
 
Week 8 - 3/19 –  SPRING BREAK

Week 9 – 3/26: Political Knowledge and Motivated Reasoning
Campaign coverage report 3 due
Take Quiz by 10am!

Clawson and Oxley Ch. 8

*Lodge and Taber (2006) “Motivated Skepticism in the Evaluation of Political Beliefs”

http://www.nbcnews.com/politics/2016-election/poll-persistent-partisan-divide-over-birther-question-n627446?cid=sm_tw

 
Debate: Do we want American citizens to be educated about politics?
Week 10 – 4/2: Trust and Efficacy
Clawson and Oxley, Ch. 11

*Hetherington, 2015. “Why Polarized Trust Matters”

*Davis and Hitt, 2016. “Winning, Losing, and the Dynamics of External Political Efficacy”

 

Week 11 – 4/9: Turnout
Candidate Coverage Report 4 due
Flanigan Ch. 3

*Emenaker and Morone Ch. 7(ELMS)
*Valentino et al 2011. “Election Night’s Alright For Fighting” 
 

Debate: Should voting be mandatory?
  
 

Week 12 – 4/16: Polarization
Take Quiz by 10am!

*Fiorina and Abrams: "Political Polarization in the American Public" Annual Review of Political Science 2008 (ELMS)

*Abramowitz and Saunders: "Is Polarization a Myth?" Journal of Politics 2008 (ELMS)

*Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes: "Affect, Not Ideology. A Social Identity Perspective on Polarization." Public Opinion Quarterly 2012 (ELMS)

Film: Patriocracy
Discussion

 
Week 13 – 4/23: The Media
Take Quiz by 10am!

Flanigan Ch. 7

Clawson and Oxley, Ch. 3

*Emenaker and Morone, Ch. 9
Druckman, James N., Matthew S. Levendusky, and Audrey McLain. 2017. “No Need to Watch: How the Effects of Partisan Media Can Spread via Interpersonal Discussions.” American Journal of Political Science.
 

Debate: Does modern media help or hurt the goals of democratic elections?
Week 14 – 4/30: Campaigns
Take 
Quiz by 10am!

Brader, Ted. 2005. “Striking a Responsive Chord: How Political Ads Motivate and Persuade Voters by Appealing to Emotions.” American Journal of Political Science 49 (2):388–405.
Martin, Paul S. 2004. “Inside the Black Box of Negative Campaign Effects: Three Reasons Why Negative Campaigns Mobilize.” Political Psychology 25 (4): 545–62.
Week 15 – 5/7: Final Paper workshop, Course Evals
 

The Final Paper is due in my office on (Date of Final Exam- TBD) by 5:00pm.
 

4
3

