Shepherd UniversityPRIVATE 
, Department of Political Science 

PSCI 420: Critical Political Issues, Spring 2009

T/R 11:00 AM -12:15 PM, White Hall 103 

Dr. Stephanie A. Slocum-Schaffer 

Office Hours: T/R 12:30-2:00 PM in White Hall 327

and by appointment M/W in the Honors Center, Martin 101

Phone: X5347 (White Hall) or X5244 (Martin Hall) or 301-834-6493 (Home)
Email: sslocums@shepherd.edu 

Course Description:

Gun Control, Abortion, and the Death Penalty.  Just mentioning one of these three highly charged issues can inflame otherwise rational and productive discourse, forcing the participants and the discussion itself to spin wildly out of control.  Fierce and emotional debate is likely to ensue.  Why is that?  And why do these three issues continue to vex American society and American politics?  Why is it that these three political “hot potatoes” – issues that have been chewed-up, dissected, and hammered-out by the political process over many decades – are still controversial and seemingly unsettled? 


Detailed exploration of these three critical political issues will reveal the answers to these and other fundamental questions about policy-making and the policy process in American Government.  We will begin our exploration with a review of the structure of American Government and the Constitutionally-created system of shared powers that dominates the policy-making process in the United States.  We shall then move on to a more detailed discussion of the policy-making procedure itself and of the different kinds of policy produced by American Government, with special emphasis on social regulatory policy.  Once these basic concepts are mastered, we will be ready to tackle our three “hot potatoes.”


And tackle them we shall!  We will delve deeply into the history, the process, and the outcomes associated with each of our issues.  The first goal of this course, therefore, is to inform you about the content of these three polarizing and critical issues.  A second and larger goal is to educate you about the balance of power within, the policy process of, and the functioning of American Government more generally.  To that end, we shall ask questions such as the following:  who are the main actors in this policy area, and who has power?  What are the effective strategies that have influenced policy outcomes, and why?  Is the decision-making around this issue a departure from the usual policy process?  Is the outcome rational?  Is it legitimate?


Discovering and understanding the answers to such questions, coupled with a deeper understanding of the substance of the three policy areas will, perhaps, lead to the accomplishment of the final goal of the course:  to help you understand your own thoughts and emotions about these three important and controversial issues.  

Required Texts and Readings:
· Bedau & Cassell, Debating the Death Penalty, 2004.

· O’Connor, No Neutral Ground, 1996.

· Spitzer, The Politics of Gun Control, 3rd edition.

· Tatalovich and Daynes, Moral Controversies in American Politics, 3rd edition.

· Daily reading of a major newspaper, such as the Washington Post or the New York Times.

Requirements and Grades:

Grades will be based on the assignments described below, as well as on class participation: 




Research Paper



20%




Thought/Strategy Paper


10%




Issue Presentation/Debate


10%




In-Class Exam



15%




Comprehensive Final Exam


20%




Class Participation & Attendance

25%


Class meetings will consist of lectures, discussions, and some group projects.  In order to take part in and learn from these activities, it is absolutely necessary that students keep up with the course schedule.  This means that all reading must be completed before each class.  Similarly, all assignments are due in class on the day listed unless I indicate otherwise.  Late assignments and papers generally will not be accepted!  If you feel that you have an excellent reason for needing more time on any given assignment, I expect to have a discussion with you about it before the actual due date.  Remember that computers go down, printers run out of toner, and dogs love paper - so prepare for these potential mishaps.

Assignments:
Class Participation - Class participation should be treated as an assignment, just like doing homework and taking tests.  Although I understand that some students are not particularly comfortable offering their thoughts in front of others, being able to make an argument or present ideas orally is an extremely important skill.  No matter what you choose to do in your life after you leave Shepherd University, you will need this skill!  Additionally, I believe very strongly that politics can only be understood and realized in a community, and since we will be studying politics together this semester, we must create a community in the classroom.  This means interacting, working, and questioning together.  Therefore, you should make the decision now that you will be an active participant in this class!


There are three different elements to participation in this course, and to get a 100% for participation (which accounts for 25% of your overall grade, more than the final exam!) you need to meet the requirements for each of these three elements.  The first aspect of class participation is attendance.  Quite simply, you cannot participate if you are not in class and prepared!  Therefore, 
attendance at all classes is expected, and missing more than two classes will certainly be reflected in your final grade.  These two “excused” absences allow for those times when you are feeling ill, have a Dr.’s appointment, and so on.  Use your two “excused” absences wisely as I will not accept any other absences as excused.  Please do not come to me with Dr.’s notes or other excuses when you miss a class.  And when you do have to miss a class, please do not email me to find out what you missed (I do not respond to these emails)!  If you miss class for any reason, you are responsible for any missed material, assignments, changes to due dates, and so on.  Please contact another student in the class that you trust for this information.

Second, daily reading of a major newspaper is also expected.  We will be discussing current events as they relate to the topics on the syllabus, as well as any other topics in the news that are important in terms of policy-making and American Government generally.  These discussions will provide regular opportunities for class participation, and there may also be questions on the exams that stem from major news developments.  You should be prepared for each and every class with at least one current article from the newspaper that has relevance for our class.  You may clip articles directly from the newspaper, photocopy them from the library’s copy of the paper, or download and print them from the internet.  On occasion (and without advance warning!), I will collect the articles that you have brought to class for discussion to make sure that you are indeed keeping up with current events.  Your record on this assignment will be the second element of your participation grade.


The third (and most important) aspect of participation is your actual oral participation during class sessions.  Our class meetings will NOT consist of me repeating or summarizing the readings.  Rather, I will expect that each student has done the reading prior to class, and that you are ready to raise questions about what you have read and to discuss the material.  I hope to have exciting and engaging class discussions about critical issues and the problems and issues in American government and policy-making, but we can only do that if each student actively contributes to our discussion sessions.  Of course, if we are going to create a political community in the classroom, all discussion MUST BE thoughtful, relevant, and (most importantly) respectful.  The issues that will be raised this semester will be controversial, and you will find that there are those who do not agree with you on some of these issues.  We must all respect those differences and try to be as open as possible to different views.  

Papers - Each student will prepare two papers over the course of the semester.  Each of the papers, however, will take a different format: one paper will be a research paper and one will be a thought/strategy paper that will require little or no research.  In this way, you will be learning and writing about the different policy issues, and you will be honing your writing skills on a variety of assignments.  


Your papers will be graded based upon the caliber of your research and sources, the degree and sophistication of analysis, the overall content and organization, the creativity of your approach, and the quality of the presentation (yes, that means spelling, grammar, and mechanics).   No first drafts, please!


* Research Paper - You will conduct research on some aspect of the policy process for one of the three issues and then provide thought-provoking analysis based upon that research.  I will aid you in this process by providing the specific questions upon which you should focus your attention.  Since I want each student to do his or her own original research for this assignment, no more than 7 students will do research papers for any one of the three issues, and each of the 7 will select a different research topic.  Your research paper should be 7 to 10 pages in length, but absolutely no longer than twelve, double-spaced, typed pages. And beware! Since I believe that it helps students to learn how to present information and arguments concisely, I rigorously enforce this page limit (I will stop reading at the bottom of page twelve).  And, of course, all sources must be properly cited (please see the section on “Academic Integrity” below).  


SO...by the end of our first class meeting you will have selected one of the three policy areas for your research, and by next class you should be prepared to select one of the following specific topics: 

1) Provide a legislative history of activity in Congress on this issue for the last ten years or so,

focusing on voting patterns (who wins and who loses).

Analysis: How has this issue fared?  Has it been controversial and conflictive? Has there

ever been a consensus in Congress on how to deal with this policy area?  Are there

patterns of legislative victory and defeat?

2) What actions have been taken by the Executive branch (this could be the President, or a 

bureaucratic agency, or both) on this issue in the last ten years or so (speeches, vetoes, policy

prescriptions, regulations)?  

Analysis: How has this issue fared?  Has it been controversial and conflictive?  Have 

there been substantial differences between different administrations?  With what outcome?  How effective have the different executive actions been in terms of influencing policy outcomes?

3) What policy prescriptions have come down from the Judicial branch (Supreme Court and lower court rulings) on this issue in the last ten years or so?

Analysis:  How has this issue fared?  Has it been controversial and conflictive?  Have there been disagreements among court rulings over time?  What impact have the rulings had?

4) What are the positions of the major political parties on this issue (including internal party factions)?  Have the positions of the parties changed over time (say, the last ten years or so)?  Why or why not?

Analysis: How have the parties attempted to influence policy outcomes on this issue (don’t forget to think about their impact on campaigns and elections)?  How effective have they been?  Is one side more effective than the other?  Why or why not? 

5) What are the major interest groups that have staked a claim to this issue (at least 4, with two from each side of the issue)?  What are their agendas?  Have the number of groups on one side or the other increased or decreased over time (in the last ten years or so)?  Why or why not?

​Analysis:  How have interest groups attempted to influence policy outcomes on this issue (don’t forget their impact on campaigns and elections)?  How effective have they been?  Is one side more effective than the other?  Why or why not?

6) What is recent (last 5 to 10 years) and current (last 6 to 12 months) public opinion on this

issue?  Has it changed over time?  Why or why not?

Analysis: What impact has public opinion had on policy outcomes with regard to this issue?  Whether it is a lot of impact or little or no impact, why do you think that has been the outcome?

7) Consider each of the characteristics of social regulatory policy, as described in class.  For each, explain in detail how your policy area does or does not exemplify the characteristic.  Make sure to provide plenty of concrete examples to back up your position.

Analysis: Considering all of the characteristics together, is this policy area typical of the policymaking that usually surrounds Social Regulatory Policy?  Why or why not?  What are the implications of this? 

Obviously, each of you will be researching and writing about one very specific element of one specific policy area.  However, I would like to encourage you to work with the other students who are researching the same issue.  When you get together to do research and to discuss your progress, you will find that there is a lot of overlap in information and that there is much to be learned from your fellow students.  You will also have to work together as a team in order to prepare for your issue presentation or debate (see below).  Thus, the individual papers that you write will educate you about some specific element of a major policy area, while working as a team on the policy in general will provide you with a broader understanding of that issue.  The issue presentations/debates of the other policy teams will then provide some detail about other important national issues.


In doing your research and writing your paper, you should avail yourself of every possible source, including (but not limited to) scholarly books and journals; newspapers; pamphlets from interest groups; and information published by political parties, think tanks, Congressional candidates, or the U.S. Government.  I also encourage you to consult the readings, your class notes, and your newspaper clippings in an effort to clarify your thoughts and organize your research before committing anything to paper.  Most of you will find, I expect, that the very best sources for the most current information will be electronic.  While electronic resources can be somewhat intimidating and even confusing, the internet and electronic resources do provide the kind of constantly updated information that you will need for your research papers.  Furthermore, you often have easier and quicker access to government documents and other hard-to-find-materials online than you would otherwise.


There are several stages to the successful completion of your research paper.  These stages are spread out over the course of the semester to assist you in getting to work on your paper and to prevent you from waiting to the last moment – the time when you are least likely to do your best work.  The goal is also to provide you with many opportunities for feedback on your work.  Thus, you should have a good idea at each stage in the process as to whether or not you are on the right track.  The assignments for the research paper are as follows:


1).  Select Issue – January 13 

2).  Select Topic – January 15

3).  Annotated Bibliography – February 19
A bibliography of at least five relevant sources for your research paper.  For each source, you should provide a brief description of the content of the work, as well as a discussion of how it applies to your topic and paper.


4).  Outline and Thesis – April 9
An outline of the entire paper with appropriate headings and subheadings.  In addition, a one-paragraph description should clearly articulate the thesis of your paper. 


5).  Final Paper – April 30

* 5-Page Thought/Strategy Paper - Each of you will also compose a “thought/strategy” paper on one social regulatory issue.  Writing this paper entails traveling through three stages:


1) Do the assigned readings, pay attention to what is happening on this issue in current events, consider the information you have on the issue from your newspaper clippings and from past experiences.  Then -- and only then! -- THINK about what this issue means to you.


2) Commit your thoughts to paper.  What side are you most sympathetic to, and why?  Do you feel strongly about this issue?  Why?  Finally, take a firm position on the issue and explain coherently and concisely WHY you have taken this position.  Give at least three arguments that support your position.  Try to anticipate the arguments of someone on the other side (at least 3 different arguments) - and provide a response to those arguments.


3) Develop the best strategy for advancing your position based upon the political realities of the situation.  How are you going to get the US Government to embrace your agenda and make it the law of the land?  What are the impediments to achieving your goal?  How can you overcome them?  What are your predictions for success, given the realities of the political situation?

By the time you write the final version of this paper, you will have had several written and verbal opportunities to explore your position.  You will also have been through an informal peer review process that will help you to define your position and to respond to the arguments on the other side.  Your thought/strategy paper should be 4 to 5 pages in length, but absolutely no longer than 6 double-spaced, typed pages.  Again, I will rigorously enforce this page limit! The final version of your Thought/Strategy Paper is due March 12.

Issue Presentation/Debate - As you already know, a group of four to seven students will be preparing research papers for each issue area.  I have already encouraged the members of each group to work together as much as possible in preparing their research papers.  However, the group will also have to work together as a team to prepare and present an oral report or a debate on their issue area for the entire class.  The members of each group will decide among themselves what kind of format they want to employ for this presentation.  For example, your group may choose to make a comprehensive report to the class.  This report may be simply informative about the issue, or the group as a whole may decide to select one side of the issue and present a “persuasive” report to the class.  Alternatively, your group may choose to take sides among themselves and present a formal debate among the group members, or perhaps you’ll plan to take on the class as a whole in a debate.  Whatever you choose, I encourage you to be creative and have a little fun with this assignment!


There are only a few minimum requirements for this assignment.  The most basic requirement is that in whatever format your group chooses, your presentation must do a good job of informing your classmates and me further about this issue area.  Your group will also need to spend some time working together and making decisions.  You will need to mesh your papers and knowledge together into a coherent whole, and you will want to provide introductory and concluding material for your presentation.  The work for the report/debate, and the presentation itself, may be divided among team members any way you like as long as each individual takes part in the presentation.  I would like to encourage you to choose and assign reading to your classmates for the day of your presentation, as well as to use any visual and graphic aids you need to clarify your remarks (such as overheads, handouts, etc.).  I would also like to encourage you to think of creative ways to elicit the participation of your classmates - either through direct engagement (in a debate, for example) or through question and answers sessions, or the like.    


Your group will meet with me several weeks before your presentation so that we can discuss your plans for the presentation, and so that I can respond to any questions or concerns you might have as your research progresses and your presentation begins to take shape.  And again, please don’t wait to begin meeting as a group and planning your presentation!  The best presentations, AND the ones that are the most fun, are those that are well prepared.  The tentative dates for your issue presentation/debate are as follows: 

· Gun Control Issue – April 16.

· Abortion Issue – April 21.

· Death Penalty Issue – April 28.
In-Class Exam - There will be an in-class exam covering all of the reading, lectures, and class discussions for the first section of the course (see schedule below).  The test will be given in class on or about February 5. 
Final Exam - There will be a final examination for the course that will be cumulative (covering material from the entire semester) and comprehensive.  The final will take place during the scheduled exam period for this class:  Thursday, May 7th, from 12:00 to 2:00 PM.

Academic Integrity:


According to the Shepherd University Student Handbook and the Shepherd University Catalog, academic dishonesty will not be tolerated at Shepherd University, and all instances of academic dishonesty will require an appropriate academic action by the individual faculty member and the administration of the University.  Students guilty of academic dishonesty on examinations in any course shall receive, as a minimum penalty, a grade of F in that course.  Such action shall be taken by the instructor, with written notification to the appropriate University administrator.  Repeated offenses shall subject the student to suspension or dismissal from the University.  Furthermore, students involved in facilitating academic dishonesty among others, such as by the unauthorized dissemination of examination materials, will be subject to disciplinary action beyond that required for their own cheating in a course.

The Handbook states that academic dishonesty “includes, but is not limited to, cheating on examinations, falsifying records, submitting plagiarized work of any kind, or providing or receiving assistance in course work in a manner not authorized by the instructor.”  Cheating in any form, according to the Catalog, is considered an academic matter to be controlled and acted upon by the individual faculty member.  Appropriate instructor-imposed sanctions for academic dishonesty include the following:  lowering a grade; reducing the grade on the assignment, even to zero; advising the withdrawal of a student from a class; and assigning a student a failing grade for the course.  Any evidence of academic dishonesty will be taken very seriously in this course, including plagiarism.  Plagiarism is the act of stealing and using, as one’s own, the ideas or the expression of the ideas of another.  Whether that other is another student or a published author, plagiarism is cheating!  Do not risk plagiarism and an F in this course:  cite your sources properly and fully!!!!


Please refer to your Handbook, as well as to the Shepherd University Catalog, for a fuller description of academic dishonesty, the consequences for acts of academic dishonesty, and the process to be followed by students, faculty, and administration in the case of such an act.
Course Outline:
January 13 – Introduction; Discussion of Syllabus; Selection of Issues for Papers.

FOUNDATIONS OF THE AMERICAN SYSTEM AND THE POLICY PROCESS
January 15 & 20 – Foundational Ideas and the Constitution


-  Reading Assignments:  
Constitution (handout)


- Selection of paper topics on January 15.

January 22 & 27 – Introduction to the Policy Process and Policy-Making Roles


-  Reading Assignments:
Handouts
January 29 – A Policy Typology

-  Reading Assignments:  
Handouts






Tatalovich & Daynes, “Introduction”
February 3 – Catch-Up Day!


-  Reading Assignments:
Get caught up on reading/prepare for exam!

February 5 – Exam

AMERICAN GOVERNMENT IN ACTION:  THE ISSUES
February 10 through 26 – The Gun Control Issue


-  Reading Assignments:  
Spitzer, The Politics of Gun Control, all.






Tatalovich & Daynes, Gun Control Chapter.






Handouts.

· Annotated Bibliography for Research Paper due on February 19.

March 3 through 26 – The Abortion Issue


-  Reading Assignments:  
O’Connor, No Neutral Ground, all.






Tatalovich & Daynes, Abortion Chapter.






Handouts. 


- Thought/Strategy Paper due on March 12.

March 31 through April 14 – The Death Penalty Issue


-  Reading Assignments:  
Bedau & Cassell, Debating the Death Penalty, all.






Tatalovich & Daynes, Death Penalty Chapter.






Handouts.


- Outline and Thesis for Research Paper due on April 9.
April 16 – Gun Control Issue Presentation
April 21 – Abortion Issue Presentation
April 23 – Spring Recess, No class!
April 28 – Death Penalty Issue Presentation
April 30 – Wrap-up and Review for Exam


- Final Research Paper due today!






