
Political Science 120 — The American Political System
Course Syllabus

Winter 2009
MW (3:30–5:00); 503 Levan Center

Instructor: Timothy Werner
Email: twerner@depaul.edu
Office: 990 W. Fullerton, Room 2213
Office Hours: MW 2–3 and by appointment

Description

This course is an introduction to the central features and themes of American politics at the national
level. These include political culture and the Constitution, political processes such as voting and lob-
bying, and political institutions inside and outside of the government. The objectives of this course are
for you to understand the basic structures of American politics, how and why political change occurs in
the United States, and perhaps why Americans ought not be so upset with their political system. Fur-
ther, this class will be excellent preparation for other coursework in political science and will hopefully
prompt you to be more engaged in day-to-day politics. My hope is that you leave this course both less
cynical and more informed about politics.

Requirements and Assessment

You should purchase the following text: Morris P. Fiorina, Paul E. Peterson, Bertram Johson, and William
G. Mayer. 2009. America’s New Democracy. 5th ed. New York: Longman.

I have also assigned more specialized readings that will be available on Blackboard. The overall read-
ing load of the course is moderate; however, it is important to stay up to speed, as you will not be able to
makeup for several weeks of missed reading right before the exams. I also expect you to remain informed
of major political news stories by reading a daily national newspaper. I strongly recommend the national
news and politics sections of either the New York Times, Washington Post, or Wall Street Journal. These
sources are available online to you at no cost either directly or through the university library’s website.

I will determine your grade for the course based on the following assignments:
– Attendance and Participation: 15 percent
– Two Short Papers: 10 percent each
– Midterm Examination: 30 percent
– Final Examination: 35 percent

Attendance is required. Students arriving later than 20 minutes after the beginning of class will be con-
sidered absent. I will lecture during class, but I encourage you to raise any questions or comments you
have by simply raising your hand. The more student participation we have, the more interesting class
will be for everyone.
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The examinations may include multiple choice, short answer, and short essay sections. The final exam
will be cumulative. Make-up exams will be given only in rare, documented situations—for example, you
have been nominated to President Obama’s Cabinet and must attend your confirmation hearings—that
are arranged with me prior to the exam. Do not miss an exam and assume that you can make it up.

The majority of your grade on the exams will be determined by material presented in class and the text-
book, but there will also be questions specifically focused on the specialized readings and current politi-
cal events. Although the lectures and the readings reinforce each other, I rarely will summarize readings
in class. Prior to each exam, I will distribute a review sheet and provide more details on the exam’s format.

Both short papers must be handed in at the beginning of class on their due dates in a hard copy format. I
will not accept assignments turned in via email. Assignments handed in after class begins will be marked
down ten percent immediately and an additional ten percent for each additional 24 hour period they are
late. Both of these papers must be handed in; you cannot “take a zero” on either of them.

If you believe there is a computational problem with the grading of your exams or other assignments,
you will have three days from your receipt of the grade to make your specific concerns known to me. I
will not negotiate points on exams or assignments. Grades normally will not be curved for individual
exams or assignments, but there may be some upward adjustment of final grades if I believe the grade
distribution is excessively low. You should not assume such an adjustment will take place.

All of the work that you perform for this class should be your own. Should any assignment require the
use of outside sources, you must cite them properly. If you cheat or plagiarize on any work for this
course, you will be subject to harsh penalties, per the DePaul Code of Student Responsibility (http:
//studentaffairs.depaul.edu/code_StudentResponsibility/). I treat cheating and plagiarism
very seriously.

If you are unsure how to cite a source properly or what you are required to support with citations, you can
contact me or the writing center. I strongly urge any student who does not feel confident in their writing
abilities to seek individual instruction at the writing center. The American Political Science Association
Style Manual is also available online (http://www.wisc.edu/writing/Handbook/DocAPSA.html) and
is an extremely useful resource. Additionally, two helpful general writing reference texts are The Elements
of Style and The Chicago Manual of Style; they are both available through the university library system.

Finally, by the end of the first week of classes, please let me know if you need any special accommoda-
tions in the curriculum, instruction, or assessments of this course to enable you to fully participate. I will
maintain the confidentiality of any information you share with me.
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Schedule

Dates Topic & Readings*

January
5 - 7 Course Organization & American Political Culture

– AND, Chapter 4
– “The Declaration of Independence” (AND, appendix)

12 - 14 The Founding & Constitution
– AND, Chapters 2 and 3 (Pages TBA)
– “The Constitution of the United States” (AND, appendix)
– Federalist 51 (AND, appendix)

19 SHORT PAPER ONE DUE
19 - 21 Civil Liberties & Civil Rights

– AND, Chapters 14 and 15
26 - 28 Public Opinion

– AND, Chapter 5
– Morris P. Fiorina, “What Culture Wars,” BB
– James Q. Wilson, “How Divided Are We,” BB

February
2 Political Participation

– AND, Chapter 7
4 MIDTERM EXAM (IN CLASS)
9 - 11 Elections

– AND, Chapter 8
– Ryan Lizza, “Battle Plans: How Obama Won,” BB

16 - 18 Political Parties & Interest Groups
– AND, Chapter 9
– Ronald Brownstein, “A Dangerous Imbalance For The GOP,” BB
– Federalist 10 (AND, appendix)

23 - 25 Congress
AND, Chapter 10
– Sean Paige, “Rolling Out the Pork Barrel,” BB
– Jonathan Cohn, “Roll Out the Barrel,” BB

* AND refers to the required textbook, America’s New Democracy, and BB refers to Blackboard.

3



Schedule, continued

Dates Topic & Readings*

March
2 SHORT PAPER TWO DUE
2 - 4 The Presidency

– AND, Chapter 11
– Robert A. Dahl, “Myth of the Presidential Mandate,” BB

9 - 11 The Courts
– AND, Chapter 13
– Stuart Taylor, “Keeping It Real: The Left Fears Him, the Right Loves Him. Why Both Sides

Don’t Quite Get Samuel Alito,” BB
17 FINAL EXAM (2:45–5:00)
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