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About the Course and How it Works 
 
Students study a variety of topics in college, but the study of American politics is especially important 
because most students approach the material as citizens as well as learners.  As citizens, we are 
responsible for the health of our political system and it is critical that we evaluate it accurately and 
responsibly.  Evaluation, however, can only take place with a solid understanding of the true nature 
of the political process and the institutions of American government.  This understanding can be 
greatly aided by learning what political science has to say about our system. 
 
This course introduces students to political science concepts, theories, and empirical findings in 
American politics.  Topics include the context of the American political system (the Constitution, 
federalism, political culture, civil rights and liberties), the role of citizen demands (elections, political 
parties, interest groups), and the functioning of the major national institutions (Congress, presidency, 
bureaucracy, courts, as well as the media).   
 
Course-Specific Learning Outcomes: 

 
1. Describe the theoretical foundations of American government. 
2. Summarize the role institutions, such as Congress, the Presidency and the Supreme 

Court, play in the American political system. 
3. Explain how the actions of institutions are influenced by elections, political parties, 

interest groups, public opinion and the media. 
 

University Studies Learning Outcomes: 
 

1. Analyze social, economic, political, or cultural contexts and the ways they interact in the 
United States. 

2. Analyze the ways in which race and other identities shape social conditions, economic 
standing, political power, or cultural norms and experiences in the United States. 

3. Locate, analyze, summarize, paraphrase and synthesize material from a variety of 
sources. 

4. Evaluate arguments made in support of different perspectives on US society. 
 
How does this online course work?  Basically, students’ primary responsibility will be to learn about 
the topics/chapters from the textbook and the corresponding lectures, and to apply ideas/concepts 
that they have learned about in short online participation activities where they also interact with 
classmates. 
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The course is organized through a series of “lessons” associated with a topic (sometimes more than 
one topic), and includes a book-chapter reading assignment (occasionally more than one chapter), a 
recorded lecture, and typically (but not always) a participation activity. The participation activities 
consist of answering questions related to issues raised by the chapter/topic. For example, you may 
have to watch a video clip on the role of money in politics and then answer a short set of questions; 
or you may simply have to answer questions that relate to the chapters or lectures. These activities 
also typically require you to respond to classmates’ comments, so that you will have interaction with 
other students in the course. 
 
You will work through the lessons in the order they are listed in the schedule below and in the left-
side menu in myCourses. 
 
Your understanding of the material from the chapters and lectures will be assessed in a comprehensive 
way through the exams. Three multiple-choice exams will occur at approximately one-third of the way 
through the course, two-thirds of the way, and then at the end of the semester. In addition, you will 
complete a written assignment (“Issue Assignment”) focused on a political issue. This assignment runs 
parallel to the lessons and exams. It will require you to complete two shorter sub-assignments at 
approximately the half-way mark of the semester and then at the end. All materials, instructions, and 
links will be in a separate folder called “Issue Assignment.” 
 

What We’ll Read 
 
We the People, 12th Core Edition. While you must have the CORE edition (there is an “essentials” 
edition and possibly others which you must NOT get) the book can be in any format—hard cover, 
soft cover, ebook, kindle, etc. It can be a used copy. If you are unable to find the 12th CORE edition, 
the 11th CORE edition will be acceptable. 
 
What will help when you search around for the book: the book cover color scheme for the 12th core 
edition is green, light brown, and white; and the color scheme for the 11th core edition is a 
light/bright blue. The cover also needs to say “core” edition. The images of the covers of the only 
two acceptable books (the first one, the 12th, is preferable, however) are copied below on the next 
page: 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
The book is an integral part of the course, and there is no way to complete the course without it. 



Reaching Me 
 
Without classroom or office contact, it is important that opportunities to discuss the course and the 
material with me be explicitly stated.  You may email me at my regular UMD address 
(hberggren@umassd.edu) or using the email function that is in the course site (“course messages”) 
anytime you like, and I will guarantee a response within 24 hours during the week and within 48 
hours on the weekends and during holidays. 
 
How You’ll Get a Grade 
 
Your grade in the course is based on the number of points out of 415 that you earn on the following 

assignments. 

Overview of Assignments 

• Participation Activities (135 points: 9 activities at 15 points each) 

• Exams (180 points: 3 exams at 60 points each) 

• Issue Assignment (100 points: “Research Summary,” at 45 points; and “2 Letters to an 
Elected Official,” at 55 points) 

 
Details of Assignments 
 
Participation Activities: 

In most lessons, you will complete a participation activity where you answer a few questions 
related to issues raised by the chapter/topic; and where you respond to at least one classmate’s 
response. For example, you may have to watch a video clip on the role of money in politics 
and then answer a short set of questions and also respond to one classmate’s response. These 
activities will be set up by the instructor and contained within the lessons. They are numbered 
(there are 9 total), and listed in the schedule below along with due dates.  

 
Exams:   

There will be three multiple-choice exams during the course of the semester, as listed in the 
course schedule below. The first exam covers chapters 1-5 and related topics and lectures, the 
second exam covers chapters 6-11, and the last (final) exam covers chapters 12-15 with a few 
questions relating to earlier topics/chapters. While the exams will be timed, you will have exam 
“windows” of three days. Once you start the exam, you have 90 minutes to complete it: you 
need to finish in one sitting. The last exam is the final exam, which will be focused mostly on 
content from the last third of the course with a small amount of coverage of earlier content. 
These exams will require you to master the material from the texts and from lectures. The 
purpose of the tests is to give you an opportunity to intensively review the material and 
therefore learn it more comprehensively. There will be study guides available ahead of time 
for each exam, which serve to narrow down the many possible concepts that could be covered. 
The exams will be based on what is on the study guides. 

 
Issue Assignment: 

For this assignment, you will gain some basic research skills by conducting research on an 
issue, sharing that research with your classmates, and articulating the case for both sides of the 
issue. There are two deliverables for this assignment: a Research Summary of a total of three 
sources related to a political issue and a pair of Letters to an Elected Official taking opposing 
sides on the issue. You will submit both of these assignments at the myCourses site, due dates 
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are listed in the course schedule.  The assignment directions and links will be posted on 
myCourses in a folder called “Issue Assignment.” 
   

Course Grade 
 
At the end of the semester, your point total (out of 415 total possible) will be adjusted to a 100-point 
scale, with the adjusted scores being rounded to the nearest whole score (e.g., 85.5 will be rounded to 
86, but 85.4 will be rounded to 85). I will then convert these scores to a letter grade using the straight 
point scale below. 
 
A+ A A- B+ B B- C+ C C- D+ D D- F 
100- 97- 92- 89- 86- 82- 79- 76- 72- 69- 66- 62- 59- 
98pts 93pts 90pts 87pts 83pts 80pts 77pts 73pts 70pts 67pts 63pts 60pts 0pts 

 

Course Schedule 
 

Lessons/Dates Topics/Lectures Readings Assignments 

Lesson 1    

Wed. 9/2-Tues. 

9/8 

Introductions and 

Political Culture 

Chap. 1 Participation Activity 1 

(participation activities are 

always due by Tues. 11:59 

pm EST. So participation 

activity 1 is due Tues. 9/8, 

11:59 pm.) 

Lesson 2    

Wed. 9/9-Tues. 

9/15 

The Founding and the 

Constitution 

Chap. 2 Participation Activity 2 

Lesson 3    

Wed. 9/16-Tues. 

9/22 

Federalism Chap. 3  

Lesson 4    

Wed. 9/23-

Tues. 9/29 

Civil Liberties Chap. 4 Participation Activity 3 

  



Lesson 5    

Wed. 9/30-

Tues. 10/6 

Civil Rights Chap. 5 Participation Activity 4 

   Exam 1: window open 

Wed. 10/7, 12:00 am EST-

Fri. 10/9, 11:59 pm EST 

Lesson 6    

Wed. 10/7-

Tues. 10/13 

Public Opinion AND 

The Media 

Chap. 6 AND 

Chap. 7 

 

Lesson 7    

Wed. 10/14-

Tues. 10/20 

Political Participation 

and Voting (the lecture 

covers this topic and 

political parties, which 

is in the next lesson) 

Chap. 8 Participation Activity 5 

Lesson 8    

Wed. 10/21-

Tues. 10/27 

Political Parties Chap. 9 Research Summary (part 

of Issue Assignment): due 

Tues. 10/27, 11:59 pm, 

EST 

Lesson 9    

Wed. 10/28-

Tues. 11/3 

Campaigns and 

Elections 

Chap. 10 Participation Activity 6 

Lesson 10    

Wed. 11/4-

Tues. 11/10 

Groups and Interests Chap. 11 Exam 2: window open 

Wed. 11/11, 12:00 am 

EST-Fri. 11/13, 11:59 pm 

EST 

Lesson 11    

Wed. 11/11-

Tues. 11/17 

Congress Chap. 12 Participation Activity 7 

 

Lesson 12    

Wed. 11/18-

Tues. 11/24 

Presidency Chap. 13 Participation Activity 8 

Lesson 13    

Wed. 11/25-

Tues. 12/1 

Bureaucracy in a 

Democracy 

Chap. 14 No participation activity, due to 

the holiday 
  



Lesson 14    

Wed. 12/2-

Thurs. 12/10 

The Federal Courts Chap. 15 Participation Activity 9 

 

2 Letters to an Elected 

Official (part of Issue 

Assignment) due by Thurs. 

12/10, 11:59 pm, EST 

Exam 3 (Final) 
 

 Exam window open 

Mon. 12/14, 12:00 am 

EST-Wed. 12/16, 11:59 

pm EST 

 

 
University Policies and Resources 
 
There are numerous campus policies and resources that are important for you to know about in order 
to be successful in the course. A summary of these policies and resources is available at: 
https://www.umassd.edu/provost/resourcesforfaculty/syllabus-language/. 

 
Technical Help/Tutoring 

 
UMass Dartmouth has several ways for you to get technical support for myCourses. 
 
During normal business hours (M-F, 9-5), students can reach support at: 
http://ithelp.umassd.edu/unauth/index.php 
(under “instructional technologies”) 
 
-or by phone at 508-999-8505 
 
24/7 technical assistance for myCourses is available at:  umd.echelp.org 
 
For tutoring in writing, you can also make Online Tutoring Appointments 

 
Late Penalties 
 
For each 24-hour period that they are late, all assignments will lose 5 points. If there is a medical or 
family emergency, you need to contact me to discuss the assignment and deadline. 
 

Academic Dishonesty in PSC 101 
 
Because you will be taking the exams at home, you will be allowed to use your textbook as a reference 
(there’s no way to avoid it), as well as the recorded lectures.  Your ability to rely on the book and 
lectures is limited by the time limit on the exams, but it is possible to consult them, and this is fine. 
 
However, a major problem occurs when material from a source is put forward as your own writing 
without quotations or citations. This problem could potentially arise in the “issue assignment.” Copying 
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and pasting from an internet source without putting that text in quotation marks and providing a citation is academic 
dishonesty. You also need to provide citations when paraphrasing, which is when you put someone else’s 
ideas in your own words. 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: 
https://www.umassd.edu/studentaffairs/studenthandbook/academic-regulations-and-procedures/ 
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