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PSCI 210: Introduction to American Government 

Summer 2019

Course Duration:                            07/08/2019-08/16/2019  

Location:                                       Online  

Instructor:                                                        Kal Munis  

Instructor E-Mail:                                                                                  bkm6ac@virginia.edu  

Office Hours:                By email or appointment on Skype 

Skype Handle:               kalica.munis 

Course Overview and Aims 

 This course is an introduction to American government and politics. It is designed to provide you 

with a foundation that will allow you to understand, interpret, and participate in the American political 

system. In this course we will examine the theoretical ideas surrounding the foundation and development 

of America’s political culture and institutions. Along the way we will also consider some recent and 

contemporary developments in American politics. 

 Students will also be introduced to the sort of work that social scientists and sophisticated 

observers of American politics (such as the team at FiveThirtyEight or the New York Times’ “UpShot”) 

do to understand politics. Students will become acquainted with the basics of quantitative social science 

inquiry and will be expected to conduct their own statistical analysis of data pertaining to important topics 

in American politics. Because this is an introductory course, no prior knowledge in this area is assumed 

and a focus will be placed on a conceptual understanding of the techniques and methodologies used rather 

than a computational or mechanical understanding (read: you will not have to do any math or statistics in 

this course!). 

 Upon reaching the conclusion of the course, students should be able confidently discuss core 

features of American democracy (e.g., the Constitution, federal system, civil liberties), relationships 

between America’s political institutions (e.g., Congress, the Presidency, Judiciary, the bureaucracy), and 

understand a number of important social science theories used by social scientists to understand other 

important features of American politics (e.g., political behavior, political communication, electoral 

campaigns, interest groups, political parties).  

Required Text and Other Readings 

All students are encouraged to purchase a copy of the textbook as it will be indispensable to your mastery 

of the course. Copies are available at multiple online retailers.  I recommend either renting the book or 

buying a used copy if possible. If a previous edition is used, the student is required to calibrate her or his 

new copy; they will still be held accountable for all material in the current edition (though I can confirm 

that the 8th edition is essentially identical in all meaningful ways):  

mailto:bkm6ac@virginia.edu
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Jillson, Cal. 2016. American Government: Political Development and Institutional Change (9th 

edition). New York, NY: Routledge. ISBN: 978-1138229693    

All other readings are posted on Moodle for you to download. This includes an additional chapter from 

the 9th edition of the Jillson textbook that is not printed in used copies offered by the bookstore. 

Additional readings and questions may be posted as the course proceeds 

 

Requirements and Grading 

Argumentative Essays: 25% 

Data Analysis Forum: 25% 

Midterm Exam: 25% 

Final Exam: 25% 

Argumentative Essays: Every other week, beginning in Week 1, students will complete a special (and 

short) writing assignment. Argumentative essay assignments will typically be made available by Tuesday 

and will be due on Friday. These assignments are intended to be relatively short essays (two to three 

pages) that allow you to articulate and develop your position (i.e., your argument/thesis) on various 

historical and contemporary political events. You should marshal evidence where appropriate, such as 

from the textbook, online readings, lecture, sources beyond the source, as well as your own experience 

(where appropriate). Strong essays will be efficient and appropriate in scope (taking into consideration 

page limits)—in other words, avoid trying to do too much in too little space. 

Data Analysis Forum: Every other week, beginning in Week 2, roughly 1/3 of the students will conduct 

some form of original data analysis to submit to me and the rest of the class, whereas the other 2/3 of 

students that week will critically (yet constructively) engage with that work. During the first week of the 

course, students must sign up for which week they would like to write their data analysis. Half of the 

student’s grade for this component will come from the data analysis they conduct, while the other half 

will come from feedback and engagement they give to others. You will need to create a free RStudio 

Cloud account (once created, be sure to verify the account—they will send you an email with a link 

to do so once you create account). Register the account under your UM email address and use your UM 

net id as a username. 

For Students Conducting Analysis 

One week during the course of the semester, each student will use RStudio Cloud for data analysis (you 

will sign up for which week you are responsible for during the first week of the course). R is a statistical 

(and more!) software package and coding language. RStudio is the foremost integrated development 

environment for R users. RStudio Cloud is, in essence, RStudio that you can use online (as opposed to 

downloading it on your own machine, which I do encourage you to do if you are interested in data 

analysis.) For our purposes, RStudio Cloud is advantageous as it will allow me to be able to view your 

code and help you troubleshoot any problems that arise. However, I will be providing well annotated 

code, examples, and video guides that should mitigate any problems. The idea here is to make this as 

painless as possible for you while introducing you, in the most cursory way (this is an intro course, after 

all!) to the sort of work that social scientists do.  

Essentially, this will be “plug and play” type analysis, where you will simply insert variables of your 

choosing into code I have written for you. You will then justify the variables you selected (i.e., tell me 

https://login.rstudio.cloud/login?setup=1&redirect=%2Foauth%2Fauthorize%3Fresponse_type%3Dcode%26redirect_uri%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Frstudio.cloud%252Flogin%26show_login%3D1%26client_id%3Drstudio-cloud%26show_auth%3D0
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why they are likely to be of interest to political observers, political scientists, or both), describe your 

method and findings, and speculate as to the broader implications of those findings for American politics. 

In other words, the summary you submit for review should be four paragraphs: 1. Introductory paragraph 

describing the question you are posing and why we should care about this topic; 2. Paragraph describing 

which variables you are utilizing in your analysis and why; 3. A paragraph describing your findings; 4. A 

paragraph where you discuss the potential significance of your findings (and their broader implications) 

and conclude. The forum you will present your analysis (and others will comment on it) in will be set up 

on Moodle. 

For Students Commenting on the Work of Their Peers 

On Data Analysis Forum weeks other than the one you signed up to analyze data, you will comment on 

the analysis done by your peers. Your commentary should be critical, but constructive—and always 

collegial! You should focus on the substance of your peers’ work. Your feedback may critique model 

specification, the way the analysis is described (i.e., is the author exaggerating or misinterpreting his/her 

findings?), quibble with the author’s speculations regarding the implications of their findings, and/or take 

the form of recommendations that could be addressed in future work (e.g., looking for potential subgroup 

heterogeneity). Students will need to review three of their peers’ analyses for any given week and each 

review should be 1-3 paragraphs in length. 

 

Exams: Exams will be multiple choice and available on Moodle during a relatively large window of time 

so as to allow everyone to complete the exams at a time convenient to them. The midterm exam will be 

made available on July 12th. The final exam, which will be cumulative in nature, though with an emphasis 

on the second half of the course, will be made available sometime during the latter half of the last week of 

class—exact day TBA. Exams will more than likely not be curved—so be sure to study. 

Grades: Grades will be assigned according to the following percentages: 

A 93-100  B 83-86.9  C 73-76.9      D 63-66.9       below 60 F 

A- 90-92.9  B- 80-82.9  C- 70-72.9     D-  60-62.9 

B+ 87-89.9  C+ 77-79.9  D+ 67-69.9 

Note*: To excel in this course, you must do the readings and watch and listen to the lectures. 

Academic Honesty 

All students must practice academic honesty. Section 420 of the student Conduct Code describes 

academic misconduct as including but not limited to plagiarism, cheating, multiple submissions, or 

facilitating others’ misconduct. According to Section 430 of the Student Code, the sanctions imposed by 

course instructors can range from oral reprimand to a failing grade in the course. I impose the maximum 

possible sanction: a zero on the assignment, which generally leads to a failing course grade. More on 

plagiarism can be found here: 

http://www.umt.edu/ethics/courses/researchethics/ugresearchethics/fttp2.php  . 
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Course Policies & Advice:  

● This is a 6-week online summer course. Because of the condensed time, the weekly readings and 

assignment density are more intense in comparison to a week in a full semester course. By enrolling in a 

summer course, you should realize that this is the norm and is what you have signed up for. 

● The course schedule is a guideline of how I plan on the course proceeding. I reserve the right to change 

the material as the class proceeds if the need arises. You will be informed of these changes through e-mail 

and/or Moodle.  

● If you have a serious problem, contact me immediately (via my email address listed at the top of this 

syllabus). Problems can be resolved if you bring them up before you miss a deadline. I frequently check 

my email and will happily respond to most questions, but do not abuse this privilege. 

Exceptions to Course Expectations and Policies  

Exceptions to course expectations and policies will be made based on ADA-protected accommodations 

facilitated by the Office of Disability, Re-Entry, and Veteran Services, interim measures per the 

University’s Discrimination, Harassment, Sexual Misconduct, Dating Violence, Domestic Violence, 

Stalking, and Retaliation Policy, for individuals in the armed forces who have duty-related absences, and 

when necessary to comply with other state and federal civil rights laws.   

Any other exceptions will be made on a case-by-case basis as necessary. 

Class Schedule 

WEEK 1 

*** Argumentative Essay 1 due 5 p.m. MST, Friday, July 12th*** 

An Overview of Where We’re At, How We Got Here, and Where We Might Be Headed 

- Jonathan Rauch, How American Politics Went Insane 

American Political Principles 

- Jillson, Chapter 1 

Debating the Constitution and Founding 

- Jillson, Chapter 2 

- Federalist 10 

- Federalist 51 

- Herbert Storing, What the Anti-Federalists Were For (a selection) 

Non-required Supplementary Readings: 

- Federalist 15 (on the inefficiencies of confederated government) 

- Federalist 23 (on the need to equip the central government with powers to overcome 

inefficiencies exhibited by the confederation) 

- Federalist 49 (on altering the Constitution) 

- Brian Resnick, “800 scientists say its time to abandon ‘statistical significance’” (on statistical 

significance and the null hypothesis) 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/07/how-american-politics-went-insane/485570/
https://www.vox.com/latest-news/2019/3/22/18275913/statistical-significance-p-values-explained
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WEEK 2 

*** Data Analysis Forum 1 (“mischiefs of faction” and partisan polarization) due 5 p.m. MST, Friday, 

July 19th*** 

Federalism 

- Jillson, Chapter 3 

- Martha Derthick, “The Enduring Features of American Federalism” 

Civil Liberties 

- Jillson, Chapter 13 

Civil Rights 

- Jillson, Chapter 14 

- Obergefell v Hodges Dissenting Opinion (authored by Justice Antonin Scalia) 

Non-required Supplementary Readings 

- Federalist 17 (on federalism) 

- Federalist 39 (on federalism) 

- Obergefell v Hodges Majority Opinion (authored by Justice Anthony Kennedy) 

- Thomas Healy, “Who’s Afraid of Free Speech?” 

WEEK 3 

*** Midterm Examination *** 

*** Argumentative Essay 2 due 5 p.m., July 26th*** 

The Presidency 

- Jillson, Chapter 10 

The Bureaucracy 

- Jillson, Chapter 11 

Congress 

- Jillson, Chapter 9 

The Judiciary 

- Jillson, Chapter 12 

Non-Required Supplementary Materials 

- Scalia and Breyer—A Conversation on the Constitution 

- Supreme Court, Youngstown Sheet and Tube Co. v. Sawyer (1952) 

- Evan Bayh, “Why I’m Leaving the Senate” 

- Lee Hamilton, “What I Wish” 

 

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2017/06/whos-afraid-of-free-speech/530094/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y37GTXjwyfU&feature=youtu.be
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WEEK 4 

*** Data Analysis Forum 2 (legislative effectiveness) due by 5 p.m. on August 2nd*** 

Political Parties and Interest Groups 

- Jillson, Chapter 6 

- Jillson, Chapter 7 

Political Participation, Voting, and Elections 

- Jillson, Chapter 8 

- New Books in Political Science Podcast: Eitan Hersch, Hacking the Electorate 

Non-required Supplementary Readings 

- James Ceaser, “The Presidential Nomination Mess” 

WEEK 5 

*** Argumentative Essay 3 due by 5 p.m. on August 9th*** 

Public Opinion and Political Psychology 

- Jillson, Chapter 4 

- Wiki Summary: Philip Converse’s The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass Publics 

- New Books in Political Science Podcast: Lilliana Mason’s Uncivil Agreement 

- Jeff Guo, “A New Theory for Why Trump Voters are So Angry” (an overview of Katherine 

Cramer’s work on place identity and rural consciousness) 

- Podcast discussing Ashley Jardina’s new book, White Identity Politics 

The Media and Politics 

- Jillson, Chapter 5 

Non-required Supplementary Materials 

- Danny Hayes and Jennifer Lawless, “The Internet Isn’t Saving Local News: Here’s Why That’s 

Hurting Democracy.” 

- A talk by Larry Bartels on Democracy for Realists 

WEEK 6 

*** Final Exam*** 

*** Data Analysis Forum 3 (explaining vote choice) due by 5 p.m. on August 16th*** 

Domestic Policy 

- Jillson, Chapter 15 

Foreign Policy 

- Jillson, Chapter 16 

http://newbooksnetwork.com/eitan-hersh-hacking-the-electorate-how-campaigns-perceive-voters-cambridge-up-2015/
http://wikisum.com/w/Converse:_The_nature_of_belief_systems_in_mass_publics
http://newbooksnetwork.com/lilliana-mason-uncivil-agreement-how-politics-became-our-identity-university-of-chicago-press-2018/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/11/08/a-new-theory-for-why-trump-voters-are-so-angry-that-actually-makes-sense/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.3319a93f2236
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/11/08/a-new-theory-for-why-trump-voters-are-so-angry-that-actually-makes-sense/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.3319a93f2236
https://heterodoxacademy.org/ashley-jardina-white-identity-politics-half-hour-of-heterodoxy-52/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2017/11/13/the-internet-isnt-saving-local-news-heres-how-thats-hurting-democracy/?utm_term=.3b5bd50fc2d9
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2017/11/13/the-internet-isnt-saving-local-news-heres-how-thats-hurting-democracy/?utm_term=.3b5bd50fc2d9
https://www.mprnews.org/story/2016/11/03/mpr_news_presents

