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Course Description 

This is an introductory course to American government and politics.  Introduction to American 

politics examines the constitutions, institutions, and politics of both the United States and state of 

Missouri.  The course is designed to provide students with an understanding of how the United 

States and Missouri governments work, and the sources of diverse values - including ethical, 

religious, political and economic values – in America.  The course will expose students to the 

role of government, legal requirements, and political processes in American society, and the 

influence of economic and social factors (past and present) on decisions of individuals and 

society.  Emphasis on the U. S. and Missouri constitutions makes Introduction to American 

Politics uniquely qualified to meet the state constitutional requirement. 

Study material for this course primarily consists of the textbook and lecture notes.  However, 

there will be several occasions for class discussion, group work, and analysis of short videos. 

 

Learning Outcomes 

At the completion of the course, students are expected to: 

1. Identify the characteristics of democracy 

2. Identify the principles imbedded in the U.S. Constitution 

3. Name the basic rights and discuss Supreme Court interpretations of those rights 

4. Identify the goals, and differentiate the techniques, used by interest groups to influence 

public opinion 

5. List the functions and describe the characteristics of the American political party system 

6. Describe the roles of each of the three branches of the government 

7. Identify the roles and powers of the presidency 

8. Describe the composition and organization of the U.S. Congress 

9. Describe the legislative process 

10. Describe the structure and process of the American judiciary 

11. Describe the structure and interaction of governments in U.S. federalism 

12. Compare the structure and function of Missouri government to that of the national 

government 

13. Compare the U.S. political system with others in the world 

14. Compare and contrast the role of an individual in a democratic and non-democratic 

political system 

15. Identify the uses of empirical theory in the study of American politics 

16. Describe the individual’s relationship to groups in a pluralist democracy 
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Professor’s Overall Desired Goal 

The big impact I want this course to have on you is to understand that U. S. government is based 

on a set of ideals (articulated in the Constitution) that citizens are continuously trying to realize 

(perfect the Union). 

Classroom policies 

 Students should arrive promptly and expect to meet for the full class period.  I will take 

attendance at the beginning of each class period.  Taking roll call helps me keep track of 

who is present and to ensure that all students are registered. 

 In-class discussion is an important component of this course, and this largely depends on 

each student doing the assigned readings before the class period.  In addition to assigned 

readings in the textbook, I will post additional readings on Blackboard.  As part of 

participation, I will take note of students who cite the assigned readings during class 

discussion. 

 Students should be tolerant and respectful of one another during class discussion. 

 Cell phones or pagers must be turned off before class. 

 Computers can only be used for taking notes or searching for information about an item 

that is currently being discussed by a group or the entire class. 

 

Make-up Policy 

If there is an extreme emergency or any other unforeseen circumstance that prevents you from 

taking an exam at the scheduled time, be present for a scheduled classroom activity, or turn in a 

homework, you must contact me before the scheduled activity and leave a message.  Otherwise 

no arrangements will be made to make-up any graded work. 

 

Academic Integrity 

Academic integrity is a fundamental principle of collegial life at St. Louis Community College 

and is essential to the credibility of the College’s educational programs.  Moreover, because 

grading may be competitive, students who misrepresent their academic work violate the right of 

their fellow students.  The College, therefore, views any act of academic dishonesty as a serious 

offense requiring disciplinary measures, including course failure, suspension, and even expulsion 

from the College.  In addition, an act of academic dishonesty may have unforeseen effects far 

beyond any officially imposed penalties.  Violations of academic integrity include, but are not 

limited to cheating, aiding or suborning cheating or other acts of academic dishonesty, 

plagiarism, and misrepresentation of data, falsification of academic records or documents and 

unauthorized access to computerized academic or administrative records or systems. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Assignments 

1. Quizzes – Seven quizzes are scheduled for this course.  Each quiz will be composed of 

twenty multiple choice questions.  The questions for each quiz will be based on two 

chapters of the textbook.  The quizzes are worth twenty points each.  Quiz with the 

lowest points will not be included in calculating the final grade.  These assignments are 

designed to test your comprehension of material presented both in the textbook, class 

lectures and discussions. 

2. Essay – Each student will write one essay responding to a question provided by the 

instructor.  The essay will be a minimum of three pages.  The instructor will provide 

more information regarding the format and grading criteria for the essay later in the 

semester.  This assignment is designed to improve your analytical and communication 

(writing) skills. 

3. Homework – Each student will complete two homework/classwork assignments, and five 

in-class group exercises.  These assignments are designed to sharpen your 

comprehension, analytical and communication skills. 

4. Final Exam – The final exam is comprehensive and is composed of one hundred multiple 

choice questions.  The exam is designed to evaluate your overall understanding of 

information covered in the semester. 

5. Participation – The grade for participation will be based on attendance and contribution 

to class discussions.  The instructor will take roll call on a regular basis to keep a record 

of students who attend class regularly and ensure that those attending class are registered.  

I will consider each student’s contribution to class discussion when evaluating the 

participation grade. 

 

Assignments 

Quizzes   7 but only 6 count;  6*20 =  120 points 

Essay         100 points 

Homework    2 (Fed. Papers & MO Const.)  80 points 

Class/Group work  6 and more for extra credit  30 points 

Participation        20 points 

Final Exam   Comprehensive   100 points 

Total         450 points 

 

Grade Summary 

 A  90%   or  405 – 450 points 

 B  80%  or  360 – 404 points 

 C  70%  or  315 – 359 points 

 D  60%  or  270 – 314 points 

 F  59% or less or  269 points or less 

 

Incomplete Grade 

An incomplete grade is given only under extraordinary circumstances and will not be considered 

unless at least four-fifths of the assigned work has been completed. 

Required Textbook 

Schmidt, Steffen; Mack Shelley, and Barbara Bardes.  2019.  American Government and Politics 

Today: 2018-2019 Brief Edition.  Boston, MA: Cengage.    ISBN-9781337559706 



Course Outline 

Week 1 Course Overview and Chapter 1 – The Democratic Republic 

Aug. 20
th

 Syllabus and course overview.  What is the difference between high school and 

college education?  Why is it important to study and understand American 

government and politics? 

Aug. 22
nd

  What is politics?  What is government?  What are the different types of 

government.  What is a democratic republic and why did the Founders prefer this 

type of government?  What type of democracy is practiced in the United States; 

how would you describe our democracy?  

Aug. 24
th

  Political ideologies in American politics. 

Week 2 Chapter 2: Forging a New Government – The Constitution 

Aug. 27
th

 What were the historical and contemporaneous influences in writing the 

Constitution?  What compromises did the Founders make to create a Constitution 

agreeable to the majority of the Framers?  In retrospect, were those compromises 

worthwhile? 

Aug. 29
th

 What are the main features of the Constitution, and what is the process of 

amending it?  What impact did James Madison’s ideas have on our system of 

government? 

Aug. 31
st
  QUIZ 1 

  Federalist Paper 10 & 51 Homework Due 

Week 3 State of Missouri Constitution and Government 

Sept. 3
rd

  LABOR DAY HOLIDAY – NO CLASS 

Sept. 5
th

 Key historical events in the creation of the state of Missouri. 

Sept. 7
th

  What are the main features of the Missouri constitution, and what are the 

similarities and differences between the U.S. and Missouri constitutions? 

 State of Missouri constitution homework due 

Week 4 Chapter 3: Federalism 

Sept. 10
th

 We’ll compare unitary, confederal, and federal systems of government.  Why or 

how did the Founders create a federal system of government?  What are the 

advantages and disadvantages of federalism? 

Sept. 12
th

  What is the constitutional basis of federalism?  How has federalism changed since 

the founding of the republic?  Which type of American federalism is better, and 

why? 

Sept. 14
th

   QUIZ 2 

Week 5 Chapters 4: Civil Liberties 

Sept. 17
th

 What is the historical or theoretical basis of civil liberties?  What is the 

constitutional basis of civil liberties? 

Sept. 19
th

  Defining civil liberties – what is the role of courts?  How have civil liberties 

changed over time; originalism vs. contextual interpretation of the Constitution 

Sept. 21
st
  What is should be given primacy – rights of the individual or rights of society? 

 Class Exercise 

Week 6 Chapter 5: Civil Rights 
Sept. 24

th
  How has the African American experience influenced the Civil Rights 

Movement? 

Sept. 26
th

 Women and other minority groups’ struggle for equality 

Sept. 28
th

  Civil rights and the courts. 



 QUIZ 3 

Week 7 Chapter 6: Public Opinion, Political Socialization, and the Media 

Oct. 1
st
  What is public opinion, and how we get our opinions?  How do we measure 

public opinion, how reliable are public opinion results or does public opinion 

matter?  Should pay attention to pollsters? 

Oct. 3
rd

 What is the role of the media in American government and politics?  What is the 

influence of new technologies on the role of media in politics? 

Oct. 5
th

   How to be a critical consumer of the news.  How can ordinary citizens use the 

media and technology to engage in government and politics? 

Week 8 Chapter 7: Interest Groups and Political Parties 

Oct. 8
th

  What is the role of interest groups in American government and politics?  Do 

interest groups enhance or hinder citizen participation in politics?  What are the 

different types of interest groups and what strategies do they use? 

Oct. 10
th 

What are the functions of political parties in our system of government?  What is 

the two-party system, and why has it endured? 

Oct. 12
th

 QUIZ 4 

Week 9 Chapters 8: Campaigns and Elections 

Oct. 15
th

  What are the characteristics of a Twenty-first century campaign?  We’ll discuss 

the role of the media, technology, and money. 

Oct. 17
th

  How are elections conducted in the United States?  What are the different forms 

of primaries, and how do they influence election outcomes?  How has the 

franchise been extended or restricted.  We’ll discuss attempts of foreign 

interference in our electoral system.  We’ll discuss factors that influence how 

voters decide who to vote for.  How democratic are our elections? 

 Class/Homework 

Oct. 19
th

  What is the nature of Congress – House and Senate differences.  What are the 

functions of Congress – what does it do?  What is the ‘politics’ of congressional 

elections?  How are laws made? 

 Essay Due 

Week 10 Chapter 9: The Congress 
Oct. 22

nd
   NO CLASS  

Oct. 24
th

  How are laws made, what is the role of committees, and what is the power 

structure of Congress? 

Oct. 26
th

 QUIZ 5 

Week 11 Chapter 10: The President 

Oct. 29
th

 What are the roles of a president?  What powers does the president have?  Are our 

expectations of the president unrealistic? 

Oct. 31
st
  What is the structure of the executive branch?  How has the presidency changed 

since the founding of the republic?  Overall, have changes in the presidency 

improved the institution? 

Nov. 2
nd

 Group discussion – what characteristics of a great president?  What is the better 

predictor of a great president; circumstances or the individual? 

Week 12 Chapter 11: The Executive Branch 

Nov. 5
th

  What are the characteristics of a bureaucracy – Weber’s theory of bureaucracy.  

What is the difference between private and public bureaucracies?  How is the 

federal bureaucracy organized?  How is the federal bureaucracy staffed? 



Nov. 7
th

 How should the federal bureaucracy be reformed?  What is the role of bureaucrats 

in making and implementing the law, and adjudicating conflicts? 

Nov. 9
th

 QUIZ 6 

Week 13 Chapters 13: Domestic and Economic Policy 
Nov. 12

th
  What is the policymaking process in the federal government?  What was the 

process of making the Affordable Healthcare Act?  

Nov. 14
th

  What are your suggestions to Congress and other policymakers regarding 

immigration, energy, and environmental policy? 

Nov. 16
th

  How does politics or ideology influence economic policymaking?  What is the 

politics of taxation? 

Week 14 Comparing the Federal and State of Missouri Governments 

Nov. 19
th

 What the similarities and differences between the executive branches, the 

legislatures, and the courts. 

Nov. 21
st
 THANKSGIVING HOLIDAY – NO CLASS 

Nov. 23
rd

 THANKSGIVING HOLIDAY – NO CLASS 

Week 15 Chapter 12: The Courts 

Nov. 26
th

  We’ll discuss the sources of American laws and describe the structure of the 

federal court system, and the process of resolving legal issues. 

Nov. 28
th

 We will discuss the process and politics of appointing federal judges and evaluate 

how they interpret the law. 

Nov. 30
th

 QUIZ 7 

Week 16 Chapter 14: Foreign Policy 

Dec. 3
st
 We will discuss America’s foreign policy goals and the tools used to accomplish 

those goals. 

Dec. 5
rd

 We will analyze the philosophies that drive the politics of foreign policymaking. 

Dec. 7
th

 We will discuss the key players in the foreign policymaking process and 

America’s major foreign policy themes since the founding of the nation. 

Week 17 FINAL EXAMINATION WEEK 

Dec. 10
th

  FINAL EXAM 

 

 


