
POLS 41: U.S. GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS 
 

219 WPC, Tues. & Thurs., 10:00 AM – 11:50 AM 
 

Instructor: Prof. Keith Smith ksmith4@pacific.edu 
Office Location: WPC 120 (209) 946-7712 
Office Hours: MW, 1:00 – 3:00 PM, by appointment, 
 or if my door is open 

I. COURSE DESCRIPTION 

In this course we will examine the origin, design, and operation of U.S. political institutions from the 
perspectives of American political development and rational choice theory (specifically, new 
institutionalism). Our goal is to examine the underlying logic of American politics in order to understand 
the behavior of governmental actors and even predict likely outcomes in current policy debates. 

This course is not a civics course; while it is an introductory course, I will assume a base level of 
knowledge about American government and politics. 

I do not plan on lecturing for two consecutive 50-minute periods each class. Instead, I will present new 
material in the first half of each class (largely drawn from the supplemental reading), and we will discuss 
the required readings during the second half of each class. During the discussion, you will be expected to 
meaningfully react to the readings in a group setting. I will also supplement the readings in class with 
other materials, activities, and speakers throughout the semester. 

II. COURSE OBJECTIVES 

This course introduces students to the study of U.S. government and politics. It helps students with the 
following departmental learning objectives: (a) identify and use salient political science concepts and 
analytical methods to evaluate current public policies, political actors’ behavior, political events, and 
institutional arrangements and (b) evaluate the strengths and limitations of the most significant analytical 
approaches used in the principal subfields of political science. 

III. COURSE MATERIALS 

There is one required book for this course: Cal Jillson and David Robertson, Perspectives on American 
Government: Readings in Political Development and Institutional Change (New York: Routledge, 2009).  

I have also ordered a supplemental text if you feel you need a textbook to provide more basic information 
about American government and politics: Samuel Kernell, Gary C. Jacobson, and Thad Kousser, The 
Logic of American Politics, 4th Edition (Washington, D.C.: CQ Press, 2008). 

Additional required readings will be posted to the course Sakai site. It is your responsibility to access, 
download, and read the material before coming to class. Please note, not all of the readings that will be 
assigned this semester currently are on the Sakai site. 

You must also pay attention to news about American politics—i.e., read newspapers and news magazines 
(or at least scan sites like Google News, the Drudge Report, or Real Clear Politics), listen to NPR or 
another news station, and/or watch the Daily Show and Colbert Report. I will reference current political 
events and expect you to know what they are. 



U.S. Politics, Spring 2009 2 

IV. COURSE REQUIREMENTS 

Your course grade will come from the following five components. Descriptions of each follow. 

Copies of student work may be retained to assess how course learning objectives are being met. 
Unclaimed student work will be kept for two academic years and then disposed of in a confidential 
manner. 

A. Quizzes = 10% of the course grade 

I will give several short, pop quizzes throughout the semester to ensure that you are doing the reading. 
Missed quizzes may not be made up. Quizzes missed because of an excused absence will be omitted from 
the final grade calculation. 

B. Position papers = 20% 

Over the course of the semester you will write two short (3-5 page) position papers on issues related to 
American government and politics. The papers will require you to make use of two or three additional 
readings per topic, including material from CQ Researcher. All papers will be submitted through the 
course Sakai site and processed through anti-plagiarism software. 

C. Other assignments = 10% 

Over the course of the semester, I will assign several other short projects related to the course material, 
including responses to the discussion questions at the end of each chapter in the textbook. 

D. Exams = 40% (20% per exam) 

Exams will be a combination of multiple choice, short answer, and essay questions. In addition to 
demonstrating your knowledge of basic facts about U.S. politics, the exams will ask you to synthesize the 
material and apply it to new situations we have not discussed in the class. 

E. Participation = 20% 

Students must participate meaningfully in each class session. Meaningful participation can be many 
things, for example, active contributions to the class discussion and providing feedback on your 
colleagues’ ideas and comments. 

As part of the participation, every student is required to bring three discussion questions (typed) based on 
the readings to each class. At the beginning of each class, I will collect the questions from seven students 
chosen by a random number generator. This component may not be made up if the student does not have 
the questions prepared or is absent when their name is chosen. 

A copy of the participation rubric is posted on the course Sakai site under “Resources/Other Materials.”  

IV. COURSE POLICIES  

A. Attendance 

While I will not take attendance in this course, it is in your best interest to attend anyway. In addition to 
being the best way to learn the material presented in class, you cannot participate if you are not present 
and missed pop quizzes cannot be made up. 
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B. Course Sakai Site 

Students should enroll in and regularly consult the course Sakai site. I consider the Sakai site an extension 
of the course. In addition to containing all of the course readings, assignments, and forms, I will use the 
site to make announcements and provide additional guidance, including examples, on assignments. 
Moreover, any lecture slides or handouts used in class will be posted to the Sakai site. It is your 
responsibility to make sure that you keep up with any additional course material posted to the site. 

C. Grading 

Note: Students who do not (1) take the midterm and final exams and  
(2) submit both position papers will receive an F for the course. 

I will use +/– grades in this course and grade on the following scale: A (100-96), A- (95-90), B+ (89-87), 
B (86-83), B- (82-80), C+ (79-77), C (76-73), C- (72-70), D+ (69-67), D (66-63), D- (62-60), F (59-0). 
Failure to submit an assignment will result in a 0 for that assignment. If I assign a letter grade on an 
assignment, I will use the maximum whole-number value for that grade when calculating your course 
grade. For example, an “A-” would be recorded as a 95 in the grade book. 

Please save a data or hard copy of all work you submit until you receive a grade for the course. Essays 
occasionally become misplaced, and electronic grade files sometimes become corrupted. It is your 
responsibility to keep a record of all work submitted to protect yourself against such unfortunate events. 

D. Make-Up Exams, Extensions, and Late Policy 

The midterm exam date is included in the course schedule below. Unless arrangements are made in the 
first two weeks of the course, no make up exams will be given except in the case of a documented 
emergency. Make-up exams will be substantially harder than the exam given to the rest of the students. I 
cannot approve any change to the final date and time. You must arrange for any alternative with the 
Office of the Dean of the College of the Pacific. 

Assignment extensions (i) will only be granted for documented cases of need and (ii) must be arranged 
at least one week before the due date (medical emergencies excepted). 

Late Policy: Unless otherwise specified, all assignments are due at the beginning of class on the due date. 
Work submitted after class has begun but before the end of the due date (5:00 PM) will be penalized 1/3 
of a grade (e.g., dropping an A to an A-). An additional 1/3 grade will be deducted for each day the work 
is late (e.g., dropping the A- to a B+). Saturdays and Sundays count as one day each.  

E. Submission of Assignments 

All work must be submitted in hard copy. I will not accept work by email except to ensure an assignment 
is submitted on time. Students who email assignments must also submit a hard copy within 12 hours or 
the assignment will be considered late. I will not print out your assignments to grade them. 

F. Communication 

While I will do my best to respond in a timely fashion to all student communication, I cannot promise that 
you will receive a response within 24 hours. I generally watch my email between the hours of 6:30 AM 
and 9:00 PM, Monday through Friday, and only sporadically over the weekend. 
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G. Cheating and Plagiarism: University of the Pacific Honor Code 

The College of the Pacific holds all of its students to a strict standard of academic integrity. In the case of 
a suspected violation of the University academic honor code, the faculty member will evaluate the alleged 
infraction and report it immediately to the chair of the department, the College Academic Affairs office, 
and the Office of Judicial Affairs, which will begin a formal investigation. If the Office of Judicial Affairs 
determines that the student is responsible for the honor code violation, the standard penalty in the 
College is failure of the assignment and/or the course. In such cases, the student will be prevented from 
dropping or withdrawing from the course, even if the deadline to do so has not expired.  Further 
disciplinary action may also be taken by the Office of Judicial Affairs. The full text of the University’s 
Academic Dishonesty Policy can be found at http://web.pacific.edu/x30642.xml. 

H. Classroom Conduct 

It is imperative that we treat each other with civility, respect, and dignity in this class. We may discuss 
topics about which people feel passionately and disagree intensely. While part of the academic experience 
is to challenge deeply held beliefs, we must do so in a positive, constructive fashion. Ad hominem attacks, 
disrespectful language, and disruptive behavior will not be tolerated. Such behavior violates the Student 
Code of Conduct, and, if necessary, I will refer offenses to the Office of Judicial Affairs. 

Part of treating each other with civility, respect, and dignity means not using your cell phones in this 
class. While you may use computers to take notes (please refrain from other activities), if your cell phone 
goes off in class or you are observed using your cell phone to exchange messages, play games, or 
otherwise distract your colleagues, you owe the class cookies or some other treat at our next meeting. 

I. Students with Disabilities 

The University of the Pacific is committed to the goal of providing qualified students an equal 
opportunity to attain college education regardless of disability. Pacific will make efforts toward meeting 
reasonable requests for services and accommodations to students with disabilities. To that end, please 
notify the instructor about any special needs you may require during the first two weeks of the semester. 
Students requesting accommodations due to a disability should provide the instructor with an 
accommodations request letter from the Office of Services for Students with Disabilities, Bannister Hall, 
Room 101, (209) 946-2879, E-mail: ssd@uop.edu, website: http://www.uop.edu/education/ssd. 

X. COURSE OUTLINE 

Readings should be completed by the end of the listed week. You are responsible for accessing and 
reading all course materials before you come to class. I have included important dates in the schedule 
below. 

I reserve the right to amend the class outline at any time as needed. It is incumbent upon you to check 
Sakai frequently for announcements and attend class regularly to keep up with the current schedule. 

Date Topic Required Reading Supplemental Reading 

Part I: Rules of the Game 

Jan. 11 Syllabus, introduction to course, 
approach to studying American 
politics 

Syllabus Kernell, Jacobson, and 
Kousser (hereafter KJK), 
Ch. 1 

Jan. 13 American political principles Intro to Ch. 1, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3  
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Date Topic Required Reading Supplemental Reading 

Jan. 19 Political principles continued 1.4, 1.5, 1.6  

Jan. 21 Why the Constitution? Intro to Ch. 2, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4 KJK, pp. 44-68 

Note: On Monday, January 25, at 5:00 PM, Governor (and former Democratic presidential candidate) 
Michael Dukakis will be speaking at the Spanos Concert Hall. All POLS 41 students are required to 
attend (find me in the lobby prior to the speech) and write a brief, one-page response to his talk. 

Jan. 26 The Logic of the Constitution 2.5, 2.6, 2.7 KJK, pp. 68-91 

Jan. 28 Federalism Intro to Ch. 3, 3.1, 3.2 KJK, pp. 94-106 

Feb. 2 More on federalism 3.4, 3.5, 3.6 KJK, pp. 106-134 

Part II: Extra-Constitutional Institutions 

Feb. 4 Public opinion  
Note: Position paper #1 due 

Intro to Ch. 4, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3 KJK, pp. 458-478 

Feb. 9 More on opinion 4.4, 4.5, 4.6 KJK, pp. 479-497 

Feb. 11 Media and its effects on politics Intro to Ch. 5, 5.2, 5.5, 5.6 KJK, pp. 667-694 

Feb. 16 Interest groups Intro to Ch. 6, 6.1, 6.2, 6.5 KJK, pp. 608-628 

Feb. 18 More on interest groups 6.3, 6.4, 6.6 KJK, pp. 628-648 

Feb. 23 Political parties Intro to Ch. 7, 7.1, 7.3, 7.4 KJK, pp. 556-568 

Feb. 25 More on political parties 7.5, 7.6 KJK, pp. 568-606 

Mar. 2 Catch up & review for midterm   

Mar. 4 Midterm Exam   

Mar. 9 & Mar. 11: No Class – Spring Break 

Mar. 16 A (brief) history of the franchise Intro to Ch. 8, 8.1, 8.2 KJK, pp. 508-517 

Mar. 18 How voters decide 8.3, 8.4 KJK, pp. 517-528 

Mar. 23 Campaigns and elections 8.5, 8.6 KJK, pp. 528-552 

Part III: The Constitutional Political Institutions 

Mar. 25 Congress and representation Intro to Ch. 9, 9.1, 9.2 KJK, pp. 246-257 

Mar. 30 Congressional organization 9.3, 9.4, 9.5 KJK, pp. 257-293 

Apr. 1 Congress and lawmaking 9.6 & TBA KJK, pp. 293-310 

Apr. 6 Presidential power(s) Intro to Ch. 10, 10.1, 10.4 KJK, pp. 314-325 

Apr. 8 More on presidential power 
Position paper #2 due 

10.3, 10.5 KJK, pp. 325-354 

Apr. 13 The president as unilateral actor 10.6, 10.7 KJK, pp. 354-360 

Apr. 15 The bureaucracy Intro to Ch. 11, 11.3, 11.4 KJK, pp. 387-409 

Apr. 20 Bureaucratic evolution 11.5, 11.6 KJK, pp. 362-387 
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Date Topic Required Reading Supplemental Reading 

Apr. 22 The courts—structure and power Intro to Ch. 12, 12.1, 12.2 KJK, pp. 412-432 

Apr. 27 Judicial decision-making 12.3, 12.4 KJK, pp. 432-441 

Apr. 29 Judicial influence on policy 12.5, 12.6 KJK, pp. 441-456 

May 4 Catch up & review for final 
exam 

  

The final exam is scheduled for Tuesday, May 11, at 8:00 AM. 

 


