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PSCI 2316: Honors American Government 
U.S. and Texas Constitutions and Institutions 

Professor Blackstone     l     Spring 2022      l     Section 002      

Instructor: Bethany Blackstone (she/her) 
Associate Dean for the Honors College and Associate Professor of Political Science   
Email: bethany.blackstone@unt.edu     
Office: Sage 320    
Class Meetings: Mondays, 2:00-4:50 pm in Sage 230 

Student Office Hours: Thursdays, 2:00-5:00 pm 
In-person (Sage 320) or via Zoom. If you’d like to schedule an appointment outside of office 
hours, use the scheduling link below.  

Office Hours Zoom Link 
Appointment Scheduling Link 

If there is no availability on my calendar that matches yours, please email me and we will find a 
time. 

Access our course Canvas page at http://learn.unt.edu   

 

Course Overview 
This course will introduce students to the roles of the United States and Texas governments in the 
American political system.  We will consider the institutions, processes, and decisions of political actors 
that define American and Texas government.  We focus particular attention on the United States and 
Texas constitutions, civil rights and liberties, federalism, and the institutions that comprise the three 
branches of government. Our central task is to expand and deepen your understanding of the structure, 
processes, and realities of American government and politics. 

Learning Objectives 
Students will be able to: 

1. Identify key features of the American political system and the institutions that comprise it.   
2. Evaluate and explain the consequences of different institutional arrangements.   
3. Identify similarities and differences between the American political system and those of other 

advanced industrial democracies.   
4. Explain how historical context shapes contemporary issues in American politics. 
5. Formulate and evaluate arguments in support of and against proposed reforms to the American 

political system.   
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Required Materials 
1. Glen Krutz and Sylvia Waskiewicz. 2021. American Government, 3rd edition. Houston, TX: 

OpenStax.https://openstax.org/details/books/american-government-3e. ISBN: 9781951693381. 
This is a free, electronic textbook. 

2. Raymond A. Smith. 2018. American Anomaly, 4th edition. New York, NY: Routledge. ISBN: 
1138490679.  Available from $31 at UNT Bookstore. 

3. Each student will also need to acquire a book for our Book Club assignment. Books will be 
assigned the 2nd week of class. 

What You’ll Do in PSCI 2316 
1 - Team-Based Learning and Reading Quizzes  

This course uses a team-based learning (TBL) approach that emphasizes your ability to apply 
course concepts and to solve problems.  Course requirements are designed to ensure that 
individuals are prepared for team work and minimize the likelihood of typical “group work” 
problems (individuals shirking their responsibilities, other individuals dominating the group, or 
the division of labor to avoid group interaction). Course grades will be based on work from 
individuals and teams.  You will be assigned to a team during the first day of class.   

At the beginning of each course unit, you will take an individual Reading Quiz. You will then take 
the same Reading Quiz as a team (Team Reading Quiz).  After the reading quizzes, we will 
explore the unit’s topic through short lectures and team applications. 

2 - Book Club 
Every student will read a book from the list posted in Canvas. You will write a 5–6-page book 
review of this book and participate in a book club discussion group with other members of the 
class. During the final weeks of the semester, you will work with other students that read the 
same book to share the key insights from your book with the students in the class that read 
different books. 

3 - Reflections 
Individual reflective writing assignments will ask you to think about course concepts and the 
ways in which they apply to your life and/or to contemporary political debates.  Assignment 
details are in Canvas. 

4 - Final Exam 
There will be one, cumulative exam in the course. The exam will be administered in our regular 
classroom during the course’s scheduled final exam period—Monday, May 9 from 1:30 pm to 
3:30 pm. Please ensure that your end-of-semester plans permit you to be present for the final 
exam. 

5 - Peer Evaluations 
You will complete peer evaluations of your TBL teammates at two points during the semester.  
You will also submit peer evaluations for the students that you work with to prepare your 
“Lessons from Book Club” materials and presentation. You will be evaluated on both the quality 
of feedback you provide about your teammates’ performances and on how your teammates 
evaluate your performance. 
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Scores will be rounded to the nearest whole number and then letter grades will be assigned according to 
the scale below: 

 90-100% = A 
 80-89% = B 
 70-79% = C 
 60-69% = D 
 <60 = F 

Unless alternative arrangements are made, late submissions are penalized 10% of their value for each 
24-hour period they are late. If you need an extension, use the link in Canvas to request one.  

Missed individual reading quizzes cannot be made up. They should be taken early if you will miss class 
for a university-excused absence (including observance of religious holidays). If you are not in class 
during a team reading quiz, you will not earn points for your team’s performance. I will drop each 
student’s lowest individual Reading Quiz score and their lowest team Reading Quiz score. 

There are no opportunities for extra credit. Plan accordingly. 

Grading 
Your grade will be based on the components described above:  individual Reading Quizzes, team 
performance (team Reading Quizzes—Team Reading Quizs—and in-class activities), Book Club-related 
assignments and participation, reflections, a final exam, and peer evaluations. Detailed expectations 
for all assignments are posted in Canvas. 

The class will have a role in determining how these assignments are weighted. I have set the 
assignment weights for team-related course components and set minimum weights for individual 
work. The class will choose how to allocate the remaining % of points across the individual course 
components during our first class meeting. 

Assignment Weights 

Component Minimum 
Weight 

Class Points 
Allocated 

Assignment 
Weight 

Individual Reading Quizzes (9) 10   

Book Club Project (includes plagiarism 
identification assignment, book review, 
participation in Book Club Discussion, and 
Lessons from Book Club project) 

15   

Reflections (3) 10   

Final Exam 10   

Team Performance (Team Reading Quizzes and 
In-Class Activities) 

15 . 15 

Peer Evaluations 10 . 10 

Totals 70 30 100 
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Attendance 
Because we only meet once a week and the course involves collaboration, your attendance and 
participation at every class meeting is essential to your success and learning. Most class meetings will 
begin with a quiz on the week’s assigned readings. Plan to arrive on time because you must be present 
when class begins to take the quiz.   

While class attendance matters, your safety and well-being and the health of our community are more 
important. If you are experiencing any symptoms of COVID, please seek medical attention from the 
Student Health and Wellness Center (940-565-2333 or askSHWC@unt.edu) or your health care provider 
prior to coming to campus. While in-person attendance is generally expected, students may participate 
in class meetings via Zoom when needed. Please let your teammates know if you will be joining class 
remotely. 

Basic Needs Security & COVID-19 Impact on Course Expectations  
We learn as whole people. To learn effectively, you must have basic security—a roof over your head, a 
safe place to sleep, enough food to eat. If you are having trouble with any of those things, please talk 
with me or with the Dean of Students office. Together we can make sure those needs are met. 

The COVID-19 pandemic continues to cause uncertainty in almost every area of our lives. If you have 
difficulty meeting course expectations because of changes to your health, employment, or caregiving 
responsibilities, please reach out and let me know how I can help you. I will do my best to extend 
patience, flexibility, and understanding. I hope that you will be patient if unanticipated circumstances 
require that I make last-minute changes to the course. 

Classroom Conduct and Principles of Engagement 
Every student in this class should have the right to learn and engage within an environment of respect 
and courtesy from others.  We will discuss our classroom’s habits of engagement and I also encourage 
you to review UNT’s student code of conduct so that we can all start with the same baseline civility 
understanding (Code of Student Conduct) (https://deanofstudents.unt.edu/conduct) 

Principles of engagement refer to the way students are expected to interact with each other and with 
their instructors. Here are some general guidelines: 

1. While the freedom to express yourself is a fundamental human right, any communication that 
utilizes cruel and derogatory language on the basis of race, color, national origin, religion, sex, 
sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, age, disability, genetic information, 
veteran status, or any other characteristic protected under applicable federal or state law will 
not be tolerated. 

2. Treat your instructor and classmates with respect in any communication online or face-to-face, 
even when their opinion differs from your own. 

3. Ask for and use the correct name and pronouns for your instructor and classmates. 

4. Speak from personal experiences. Use “I” statements to share thoughts and feelings. Try not to 
speak on behalf of groups or other individual’s experiences.  

5. Use your critical thinking skills to challenge other people’s ideas, instead of attacking individuals.  
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See these Engagement Guidelines (https://clear.unt.edu/online-communication-tips) for more 
information. 

Americans with Disabilities Act Compliance 
The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with disabilities. 
Students seeking reasonable accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Access 
(ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide you with a reasonable 
accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding your specific 
needs in a course. You may request reasonable accommodations at any time, however, ODA notices of 
reasonable accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester to avoid any delay in 
implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of reasonable accommodation for every 
semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. Students are 
strongly encouraged to deliver letters of reasonable accommodation during faculty office hours or by 
appointment. Faculty members have the authority to ask students to discuss such letters during their 
designated office hours to protect the privacy of the student. For additional information, refer to the 
Office of Disability Access website (http://www.unt.edu/oda). You may also contact ODA by phone at 
(940) 565-4323. 

Academic Integrity 
Academic integrity is defined in the UNT Policy on Student Standards for Academic Integrity. Any 
suspected case of academic dishonesty will be handled in accordance with the University Policy and 
procedures. Possible academic penalties range from a verbal or written admonition to a grade of F in the 
course. Further sanctions may apply to incidents involving major violations. You will find the policy and 
procedures at http:// facultysuccess.unt.edu/academic-integrity.  
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Schedule 
Date Topic and Assignments 

January 24 (M) Course Introduction 
Read Syllabus 

January 30 (Su) Join a Book Club group in Canvas 
Submit Student Info Form by 11:59 pm. 

January 31 (M) The U.S. Constitution and American Democracy 
Individual Reading Quiz 1 and Team Reading Quiz 1 
 
Readings 
TB Chapter 2: The Constitution and Its Origins 
AA Chapter 2: The U.S. Constitution 
AA Chapter 4: The Separation of Powers 
Declaration of Independence, 1776 
Douglass, “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?” 1852. Read or Listen 
Musgrave. 2021. “Political Scientists Turned a Blind Eye to America’s Democratic 
Failures.” Foreign Policy Argument, January 18, 2021.  

February 7 (M) Federalism 
Individual Reading Quiz 2 and Team Reading Quiz 2 
 
Readings 
TB Chapter 3: American Federalism 
AA Chapter 3: Federalism 
Selin. 2020. “How the Constitution’s Federalist Framework is Being Tested by COVID-
19.” June 8, 2020. Brookings. 

February 13 (Su) Plagiarism Identification Certification Test due by 11:59 pm. Upload a copy of your 
certificate in Canvas. 

February 14 (M) The Legislative Branch 
Individual Reading Quiz 3 and Team Reading Quiz 3 
 
Readings 
TB Chapter 11: Congress 
AA Chapter 6: The Legislative Branch: The Two Houses of Congress 

February 20 (Su) Reflection 1 Due in Canvas by 11:59 pm. 
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Date Topic and Assignments 

February 21 (M) The Presidency 
Individual Reading Quiz 4 and Team Reading Quiz 4 
 
Readings 
TB Chapter 12: The Presidency 
AA Chapter 5: The Executive Branch—The Presidency and the Bureaucracy 
Schmidt, Wax-Thibodeaux, and Balingit. “Biden Calls for LGBTQ Protections in Day 1 
Executive Order, Angering Conservatives.” Washington Post, January 21, 2021.  
Thrower. “What is an Executive Order, and Why Don’t Presidents Use Them All the 
Time?” The Conversation, January 26, 2021.  

February 28 (M) The Bureaucracy 
Individual Reading Quiz 5 and Team Reading Quiz 5 
 
Readings 
TB Chapter 15: The Bureaucracy 
Lowrey. “The Time Tax: Why Is So Much American Bureaucracy Left to Average 
Citizens?” The Atlantic, July 27, 2021.  

March 6 (Su) Mideterm peer evaluations due by 11:59 pm 
Reflection 2 Due in Canvas by 11:59 pm. 

Spring Break, March 7-11. No Class Meeting 

March 14 (M) Midpoint Check-In 
Book Club Meet-Ups 
 
Readings 
Read first two chapters of your Book Club book. 

March 20 (Su) Reflection 2 Due in Canvas by 11:59 pm. 

March 21 (M) 
 

State and Local Government, especially Texas  
Individual Reading Quiz 6 and Team Reading Quiz 6 
 
Readings 
TB Chapter 14: State and Local Government 
Pollock and Mulcahy. “With Feelings Raw Over Voting Bill’s Demise, Texas Legislature 
Wraps Up—For Now.” The Texas Tribune, May 31, 2021.  
Barragán and Pollock. “Five Takeaways from Texas’ Third Special Legislative Session.” 
Texas Tribune, October 19, 2021 
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Date Topic and Assignments 

March 28 (M) The Judiciary 
Individual Reading Quiz 7 and Team Reading Quiz 7 
 
Readings 
TB Chapter 13: The Courts 
AA Chapter 7: The Judicial Branch—The Supreme Court and Federal Courts 
Carp, Stidham, and Manning, The State Courts, Chapter 4 “Judges in State Courts.” Read 
sections on “Selection Process for State Judges,” pages 2-9 (The reading is posted in the 
Judiciary Module in Canvas. 

April 4 (M) Civil Liberties 
Individual Reading Quiz 8 and Team Reading Quiz 8 
 
Readings 
TB Chapter 4: Civil Liberties 
Robert Barnes. 2021. "A Cheerleader’s Snapchat Rant Leads to `Momentous’ Supreme 
Court Case on Student Speech." April 25. Washington Post.  
Adam Liptak. 2021. “Supreme Court Rules for Cheerleader Punished for Vulgar 
Snapchat Message.” June 23. New York Times. 

April 10 (Su) Book Reviews due in Canvas. 

April 11 (M) Civil Rights 
Individual Reading Quiz 9 and Team Reading Quiz 9 
 
Readings 
TB Chapter 5: Civil Rights 
AA Chapter 12: Domestic Policy 
AA Conclusion: The American Anomaly on Balance 

We will not have regular class meetings on April 18 or April 25. Instead, each student will attend their 
scheduled Book Club meeting. 

April 18 (M) 2:00 pm-3:15 pm: The Great Migration and the Democratic Party (Grant), Sage 230 
3:30 pm-4:45 pm: Steadfast Democrats (White and Laird), Sage 230 
5:00 pm-6:15 pm: The Great Alignment (Abramowitz), Sage 310P 

April 21 (R) 4:00 pm-5:15 pm: White Identity Politics (Jardina), Sage 310P 

April 24 (Su) Reflection 3 Due in Canvas by 11:59 pm. 

April 25 (M) 2:00 pm-3:15 pm: The Limits of Party (Curry and Lee), Sage 230 
3:30 pm-4:45 pm: Segregation by Design (Trounstine), Sage 230 
5:00 pm-6:15 pm: Movements and Parties (Tarrow), Sage 310P 



PSCI 2316 – Spring 2022 - Blackstone 9 

Date Topic and Assignments 

May 2 (M) Lessons from Book Club Presentations + Exam Review 

May 6 (F) End-of-term peer evaluations for TBL teammates due by 11:59 pm 
Peer evaluations for Lessons from Book Club group members due by 11:59 pm 

May 9 (M) Final Exam, 1:30 pm-3:30 pm 

 


