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Overview 
Politics is about power, and organizations have always enhanced political power.  In contemporary American 
politics, parties and interest groups are the most important political organizations.  This course examines the 
role of these organizations in the political process.  Americans both hate parties and interest groups and at the 
same time agree they are critical to democracy—why are we so ambivalent about them?  What role do parties 
play in the current, candidate-centered political system?  How has their role changed since the heyday of parties 
in the late 19th Century?  Have they declined or merely adapted?  How powerful are interest groups?  Do special 
interests really control our government?  How do groups get over the notorious free-rider problem and get 
people to give up their time and money in support of a cause?  And how do groups and parties convert money 
to political power? 
 
This course will be taught in an ONLINE format.  Instead of in-class discussion and activities, the class will 
interact online.  Each topic has an associated learning module on myCourses.  Each learning module has two 
parts.  First, students submit an outline of the readings for a particular topic.  Then students will collaborate in an 
online activity.  The exams will take place online during scheduled dates.  There are 10 learning modules in total.  
Five of these must be completed before the midterm exam and five take place before the final exam.  Students 
also complete a term paper. 
 
Learning Objectives 
Upon completion of the course, students will be able to: 

 describe the organizational structure and activities of parties and interest groups 
 characterize the role of parties and interest groups in election campaigns 
 explain how interest groups exert influence on the political process 
 depict the changing nature of political parties 
 analyze the effectiveness of regulations on campaign finance 
 evaluate the impact of parties and interest groups on the democratic process 

 
Required Text 
Party Politics in America, 17th ed. Marjorie Randon Hershey (Routledge, 2017); 978-1138683686 
 
The Interest Group Society, 6th ed. Jeffrey M. Berry & Clyde Wilcox (Routledge, 2018); 978-1138691742 
 
Note: both books are available at discounted prices as e-books and e-book rentals.  In addition to these books, 
students will read several journal articles; links to these articles will be provided in the course site. 



Requirements 
Your grade is calculated by earning up to 1,000 points from the following assignments. 
 
Exams (2@250 = 500 points):  

There will be two exams composed of short essay questions.  The purpose of the exams is to give you 
an opportunity to review the material intensively and therefore learn it more comprehensively. 

 
Paper (200 points): 

You will write a 1200-word paper.  This paper will be broader in scope than the questions on the exams 
and will require that you integrate much of the material and develop your own conclusions on the topics.  
Special emphases will be placed on demonstrating your newly acquired knowledge of parties and interest 
groups and on forming your own cogent argument.  The purpose of the term paper is to facilitate your 
thinking about political organizations from a higher perspective and to fold your study of the topic into 
your broader understanding of politics and government.  More information about the paper will be 
distributed separately. 
 

Outlines (200 points): 
For each learning module, you are required to submit a brief outline of the assigned chapter.  The 
outlines should be no more than one or maybe two pages (please upload a file in Word format or some 
other format readable in Word).  At the very minimum, outlines should include the headings and 
subheadings used in the actual texts.  To get full credit, the outlines should also provide a very brief 
summary of what the various sections of the chapters said.  The outlines must be in traditional outline 
format, using headings and subheadings for the various levels of the outline.  The purpose of the 
outlines is to give you an incentive to read the chapters carefully.  Each topic has two chapters (or one 
chapter and a journal article), and you’ll need to upload a separate outline for each reading. 
 

Participation (100 points):  
It is important that you contribute to the activities and discussion boards online.  In general, I expect 
you to follow a one-plus-two rule: for each discussion topic, you should post at least one time and then 
respond to at least two other posts.  Your participation grade will reflect how regularly you contribute 
meaningfully in the online discussions and activities.  I also expect you to participate early and often.  The 
activities must be completed before each exam, but they work best when people engage in them on a 
regular basis, rather than all at once right before the exam.  Therefore, I will deduct participation points 
for procrastination. 

 
Your final grade is calculated based on the total points you earn: 
 
LETTER 
GRADE 

TOTAL 
POINTS 

PERCENT  LETTER 
GRADE 

TOTAL 
POINTS 

PERCENT 

A+ 970-1000 97-100  C 730-769 73-76 
A 930-969 93-96  C- 700-729 70-72 
A- 900-929 90-92  D+ 670-699 67-69 
B+ 870-899 87-89  D 630-669 63-66 
B 830-869 83-86  D- 600-629 60-62 
B- 800-829 80-82  F <600 <60 
C+ 770-799 77-79     

 
 
 
 



 
Policies 
Exams are open to be taken over a three-day period.  If they are not completed during that time, special 
arrangements will need to be made and they will be penalized at least 10% points.  Late outlines will have a 
10% point deduction (and a 50% point deduction after the exam to which they apply).  Late term papers will 
have a 10% point deduction.  No late work will be accepted after December 17 at midnight. 
 
Academic dishonesty will not be tolerated.  Students who engage in academic dishonesty will fail the course.  If 
you have any doubts or questions about whether some action constitutes academic dishonesty, please ask me.  
Also, you must familiarize yourself with the UMD statement on academic ethical standards in the Student 
Handbook: 
http://www.umassd.edu/studenthandbook/academicregs/ethicalstandards.cfm 
 
In accordance with University policy, if you have a documented disability and require accommodations to meet 
the learning objectives in this course, please secure the appropriate paperwork from the Center for Access & 
Success.  The necessary paperwork is obtained when you provide proper documentation to the Center for 
Access & Success Office, which is located in Pine Dale Hall, Room 7136, phone: 508-999-8711. 
 
Schedule 
Each topic has an associated learning module on myCourses.  The assigned readings should be completed first, 
and then outlines for each reading need to be completed and posted by midnight on the outline due date 
indicated in the schedule.  The schedule is set up so that a new learning module, and its associated outlines, is 
scheduled roughly every six work days.  You are welcome—even encouraged—to work ahead of schedule on 
completing the outlines.   
 
After submitting the outline, you will complete the activity or discussion in that learning module.  You must 
complete the first five learning modules before the midterm exam opens on October 22.  And the second five 
modules must be completed before the final exam opens on December 12. 
 
Outside of the outline due dates, you have some flexibility in completing the learning activities.  However, 
because most of the activities are collaborative and require interaction among the students, you are highly 
encouraged to begin each learning activity in the days immediately following the due date for that module’s 
outline.  Think of each topic as having a definite starting point—the due date at which everyone has posted 
an outline—but no clear ending point until the exam.  Most activity will happen in the few days after the 
starting point, but may continue on longer for many of the topics. 
 
At the same time, I want to strongly encourage you not to procrastinate.  There is a lot of work to do in each 
of the modules.  Please do not get behind! 
 

Topic Reading Due Dates 

1. Thinking About Political Organizations PPA Ch. 1; IGS Ch. 1 Sept. 13 

2. Theories of Organizational Activity PPA Ch. 5; IGS Ch. 3 Sept. 24 

3. Historical Development of Political 
Organizations 

PPA Ch. 7; IGS Ch. 2 Oct. 2 

4. Party Organization PPA Ch. 3; PPA Ch. 4 Oct. 11 

5. Networks IGS Ch. 8; Koger, Masket & Noel 
2009 

Oct. 19 



Topic Reading Due Dates 

EXAM 1  Oct. 22-24 

6. Nominations and Elections PPA Ch. 9; PPA Ch. 10 Nov. 1 

7. Party Identification and Participation PPA Ch. 6; PPA Ch. 8 Nov. 9 

8. Campaign Finance PPA Ch. 12; IGS Ch. 5 Nov. 20 

9. Lobbying IGS Ch. 7; IGS Ch. 8 Nov. 30 

10. Effects of Parties and Interest Groups IGS Ch. 10; Bawn et al. 2012 Dec. 11 

EXAM 2  Dec. 12-14 

PAPER DUE  Dec. 14 

ALL LATE WORK DUE  Dec. 17 
 
 Note: PPA=Party Politics in America; IGS=The Interest Group Society  


