
Political Science 4120: Public Opinion and Participation

Professor Paolino Office hours
Wooten 137 Mon, Wed 10:00-11:00
565-2315 Mon 2:00-3:00
paolino@unt.edu

For democratic rule to succeed, people must be able to translate their public policy preferences into
public policy. The goal of this course is to understand how public opinion and political participation can
influence public policy. This course will achieve this goal in several steps. First, students will examine the
way in which public opinion is revealed through public opinion polls. Understanding public opinion requires
that individuals understand what goes into a poll so that they may better evaluate what a poll reveals about
public opinion. Second, we need to understand how public opinion is formed as well as the substance of
public opinion in the United States—what factors influence people’s opinions and how this provides leaders
with information about the policies the public really wants implemented. We next need to understand how
people try to get the government to adopt their preferences through available means of political participation.
Finally, we examine the extent to which political leaders are responsive to public opinion.

In this course, students are responsible for keeping up with all reading on the syllabus. Students will
write 2 short (5-page) papers. Each paper is worth 15% of the final grade. There is also a mid-term exam
that is worth 25%. Finally, there will be a comprehensive final examination at the conclusion of the course
that is worth 35% of the final grade. ALSO NOTE, THERE WILL BE NO MAKEUP EXAMS OR INCOMPLETES

GRANTED WITHOUT AN EXCUSE FROM YOUR DEAN.
The following book is required for the course:

1. Erikson, Robert S. and Kent L. Tedin. 2012. American Public Opinion. Pearson. 9th ed. ISBN
0-321-12734-X (paperback)

Learning Objectives

1. This class will emphasize development of analytic and evaluative skills through readings from journal
articles and other supplementary materials. Toward this end, students should complete readings to
gain an understanding of public opinion and participation for critically evaluating how well the public
can influence the government.

2. This class will promote independent thinking by making students accountable for important aspects
of their learning. Toward this end, students are expected to complete assigned reading and come to
class with some background to allow for discussion of how the readings help us understand current
politics.

3. This class will place material in a conceptual context that illustrates its importance and relationship to
other knowledge. Toward this end, students are expected to connect mass political activity to similar
processes motivating non-political thought and activity.
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Course Requirements
Students are responsible for all of the material in the readings and discussed in lectures. In addition

to the textbook and on-line journal articles, materials may be posted to Blackboard as circumstances arise.
Grades for the course will be based upon a midterm (25%), final (35%), and two short papers (20% each).
Students are required to submit their papers to Turnitin, a web-based plagiarism detection service through
the class Blackboard site. Before submitting your paper to Turnitin, please remove your title page and other
personal information.

Questions on the exams will be drawn from both the readings and the lectures. Makeup exams will
be given only for documented absences and, with the exception of extended medical problems or family
emergencies, exams must be made up by the next class period. Any other conflicts with exam times must be
raised at least 3 business–not class–days in advance of the exam.
Extra Credit and Grades

You should not expect extra credit. If I do offer extra credit, it is only when I can make it available to
everyone in the class and when it furthers some educational goal that complements the goals of the course
curriculum. I will not offer it as a “do-over” to students who have not completed their work satisfactorily.
If you need a particular grade to graduate, maintain a particular GPA, etc. make sure you are putting in the
effort to get that grade. If your grade for the first exam does not meet your needs, be sure to seek help before
the second exam. If you wait until after that exam, you may already be in too deep of a hole.

Grades will be posted on Blackboard in a timely fashion. In the event of discrepancies with those grade
records, discrepancies must be resolved within two weeks of their posting and students must be able to
document the discrepancy. If I do not have a record of your taking an exam or doing an assignment and you
cannot produce the evidence that you did the work, your grade on that exam or assignment will be 0. Finally,
keeping apprised of your standing with respect to your grades is your responsibility. Use the percentages
above to calculate a rough estimate of your current grade. I will not calculate your overall grade during the
semester.

Classroom Policies
Attendance is not required. Whether or not you attend lecture is your decision. You are solely responsi-

ble for any consequences of missing lecture. That means if you miss lecture, check with your classmates or
the Blackboard site for any announcements and lecture slides. More importantly, if you miss class, be sure
to get the notes from one of your classmates. The lecture slides provide only an outline of discussion. All
information from the lectures is fair game for exams.

Please help make the classroom environment conducive to learning. Show respect for others’ opinions,
even when you do not agree. Also show respect for your classmates by arriving to class on time and not
getting up to leave or go out before class is over. In rare situations when you cannot make it on time or need
to leave early, please make your entrance/exit as unobtrusive as possible. Students who repeatedly interrupt
class in this manner will be asked to leave or not return. Finally, please remember to turn off and put away
your cell phones before lecture. The first time a cell phone is out, you will be asked to put it away. The
second time, you will be asked to leave. During exams, cell phones and any other electronic devices should
be turned off and placed in your bags or under your seats. If you take these items out during an exam,
you will receive a grade of zero for the exam. You may use laptops (tablet, etc.) during class, but there is
a growing body of convincing research that indicates that using laptops actually hurts your performance in
class. While it’s possible that you’re the exception to these findings, I would recommend that you reach such
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a conclusion only after conducting a rigorously controlled experiment, with the appropriate data analysis.
Other disruptive behavior not mentioned specifically here will also be treated in a similar manner.

Department Statement of ADA Compliance:
The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with disabilities.

Students seeking accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Accommodation (ODA) to
verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide you with an accommodation letter
to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding your specific needs in a course. You may
request accommodations at any time, however, ODA notices of 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 accommodation for every semester and must meet with
each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. For additional information see the Office of
Disability Accommodation website at http://www.unt.edu/oda. You may also contact them by
phone at 940.565.4323.

Department Policy on Cheating and Plagiarism:
The UNT Code of Student Conduct and Discipline defines cheating and plagiarism as the use of unau-

thorized books, notes, or otherwise securing help in a test; copying others’ tests, assignments, reports, or
term papers; representing the work of another as one’s own; collaborating without authority with another
student during an examination or in preparing academic work; or otherwise practicing scholastic dishonesty.

Normally, the minimum penalty for cheating or plagiarism is a grade of “F” in the course. Determination
of cheating or plagiarism shall be made by the instructor in the course, or by the field faculty in the case of
departmental exams.

Cases of cheating or plagiarism in ordinary coursework may, at the discretion of the instructor, be re-
ferred to the Undergraduate Studies Committee in the case of undergraduate students, or the Graduate Stud-
ies Committee in the case of graduate students. These committees, acting as agents of the department Chair,
shall impose further penalties, or recommend further penalties to the Dean of Students, if they determine
that the case warrants it. In all cases, the Dean of Students shall be informed in writing of the case.

Students may appeal any decision under this policy by following the procedures laid down in the UNT
Code of Student Conduct and Discipline.

Introduction (Jan. 21)

This lecture discusses the role of public opinion and political participation in the American political system
and provides an overview of how opinion and participation influence policy.

1. Erikson and Tedin, Ch. 1

1 Understanding Surveys

1.1 Why 1067 ≈ 250 Million: An Introduction to Sampling (Jan. 23-26)

This lecture provides a basic understanding of how it is possible for a relatively small sample of people
can provide information about the attitudes and behavior of a large nation. The lecture will also list some
impediments to the effectiveness of sampling.

1. Erikson and Tedin, pp.24-38
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2. Kalton Introduction to Survey Sampling pp. 82-4.

3. Groves, R. M. (2011). “Three eras of survey research.” Public Opinion Quarterly, 75(5), 861-871.

4. Link, M. W., Battaglia, M. P., Frankel, M. R., Osborn, L., & Mokdad, A. H. (2007). “Reaching the
US cell phone generation comparison of cell phone survey results with an ongoing landline telephone
survey.” Public Opinion Quarterly, 71(5), 814-839.

1.2 Lies, Damned Lies, and Surveys: The Effects of Question Wording, Ordering, and
Other Interview Effects (Jan. 28-Feb. 2)

These lectures will explore how it is possible to measure attitudes and the potential problems that arise when
trying to measure something that is fundamentally unobservable.

1. Erikson and Tedin pp. 38-45.

2. Zaller and Feldman. 1992. “A Simple Theory of the Survey Response: Answering Questions versus
Revealing Preferences.” American Journal of Political Science 36:579-616.

3. Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus. 1978. “Ideological Constraint in the Mass Public: A Methodological
Critique and Some New Findings” American Journal of Political Science pp.233-49.

2 Influences on Public Opinion

2.1 Personal Experience & Environment (Feb. 4-9)

It is reasonable that people’s attitudes will be shaped by their experiences. But it is not quite so clear which
experiences are the most important. These lectures will assess which situations from people’s lives influence
their attitudes and beliefs.

1. Erikson and Tedin Ch. 5 & 7.

2. Noelle-Neumann The Spiral of Silence Ch. 3-4, pp. 37-69.

2.2 Information, Sophistication, and Cognition (Feb. 11-18)

An important finding from psychology for the study of public opinion is that people’s approach to politics
varies by their interest and ability to process information about politics, and that these differences influ-
ence how they form attitudes. These lectures will consider how differences in people’s level of political
information influences their subsequent political beliefs.

1. Erikson and Tedin, pp.55-69.

2. Converse, P. E. 1964. “The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass Publics.” in Ideology and discontent,
206-61.

3. Delli Carpini and Keeter. 1991. “Stability and Change in the U.S. Public’s Knowledge of Politics.”
Public Opinion Quarterly 55:583-612.
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4. Zaller. 1991. “Information, Values, and Opinion.” American Political Science Review 85:1215-1237.

5. Taber, C. S., & Lodge, M. (2006). “Motivated skepticism in the evaluation of political beliefs.”
American Journal of Political Science, 50(3):755-769.

6. Nyhan, B., & Reifler, J. (2010). “When corrections fail: The persistence of political misperceptions.”
Political Behavior, 32(2):303-330.

2.3 Emotion (Feb. 20-23)

A second area where psychology has influenced how we understand public opinion concerns emotions.
While often derided as “irrational,” emotions have predictable, and very reasonable, influences upon how
people think about political issues. These lectures examine the relationship between particular emotions and
public opinion.

1. Huddy, et al. 2005. “Threat, Anxiety, and Support of Antiterrorism Policies.” American Journal of
Political Science 49:3 593-608.

2. Brader, Ted, Nicholas A. Valentino, and Elizabeth Suhay. 2008. “What triggers public opposition to
immigration? Anxiety, group cues, and immigration threat.” American Journal of Political Science.
52:4 959-978.

3. Petersen, Michael Bang, et al. 2012. “Who deserves help? evolutionary psychology, social emotions,
and public opinion about welfare.” Political Psychology 33.3 (2012): 395-418.

2.4 The Mass Media (Feb. 25-27)

The mass media is how most people receive information about politics. Accordingly, it stands to reason
that the news media can influence public opinion. While much of the popular treatment of the media’s
influence upon public opinion focuses upon one type of bias or another, there is clear evidence that the
media can influence public opinion is ways that have nothing to do with ideology or partisanship. These
lectures examine how the news media influence public opinion.

1. Erikson and Tedin Ch. 8.

2. Iyengar, Peters, and Kinder. 1982. “Experimental Demonstrations of the ‘Not-So-Minimal’ Conse-
quences of Television News Programs.” The American Political Science Review 76:848-858.

3. Nelson, Clawson, and Oxley. 1997. “Media Framing of a Civil Liberties Conflict and Its Effect on
Tolerance” American Political Science Review pp.567-84.

4. Gilliam and Iyengar. 2000. “Prime Suspects: The Influence of Local Television News on the Viewing
Public” American Journal of Political Science pp. 560-73.

(Feb. 27) paper #1 due
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3 Expressions of Public Opinion

3.1 Ideology and Party Identification (Mar. 2-6)

Ideology and Party Identification are two fundamental concepts that both reflect people’s orientation to the
political world and shape their attitudes on specific public policies. These lectures describe the American
public’s ideological and partisan profile and draw implications for public policy.

1. Erikson and Tedin, pp.70-117.

2. Hetherington, Marc. 2001. “Resurgent Partisanship.” American Political Science Review. 95(3):619-
631.

3. Fiorina, M. P., , Abrams, S. A., & Pope, Culture War?: The Myth of a Polarized Public, 3rd ed. Ch.
3-4

4. Abramowitz, A. I., & Saunders, K. L. (2008). “Is polarization a myth?”. The Journal of Politics,
70(02), 542-555.

5. Fiorina, M. P., Abrams, S. A., & Pope, J. C. (2008). “Polarization in the American public: Miscon-
ceptions and misreadings.” The Journal of Politics, 70(02), 556-560.

Mid-term exam (Mar. 9)

3.2 Democratic Values and Tolerance (Mar. 11-13)

People’s political attitudes are shaped not only by their ideologies and partisanship, but also by their at-
tachment to core political values, such as individualism, equality, and humanitarianism. While these values
correlate to some extent with ideology and partisanship, they provide can provide a competing orientation
to the political world that can independently shape political attitudes and even influence ideological and
partisan beliefs. These lectures look more closely at values that provide a foundation that can help anchor
Americans’ public policy attitudes.

1. Erikson and Tedin, pp.155-182.

2. Feldman, S. (1988). “Structure and consistency in public opinion: The role of core beliefs and values.”
American Journal of Political Science, 416-440.

3. Gibson, J. L. (2006). “Enigmas of intolerance: Fifty years after Stouffer’s communism, conformity,
and civil liberties.” Perspectives on Politics, 4(1), 21.

=⇒ No classes during Spring break, Mar. 16-20

3.3 Racial Attitudes (Mar. 23-27)

Gunnar Myrdal described race as the “American dilemma.” By this, Myrdal believed that racial relations
in the United States posed a challenge to Americans’ beliefs in individualism and equal treatment. Race is
clearly a politically relevant aspect of American politics, with clear divergence between whites’ and African
Americans’ beliefs and political behavior. These lectures examine the nature of racial attitudes in the United
States and some of the consequences of these attitudes for both racial and ostensibly non-racial policies.
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1. Kinder and Sears “Prejudice and Politics: Symbolic Racism Versus Racial Threats to the Good Life”
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology (1981) pp. 414-31.

2. Bobo, L. (1983). “Whites’ opposition to busing: Symbolic racism or realistic group conflict?” Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 45(6), 1196.

3. Sniderman, et al. 1991. “The New Racism” American Journal of Political Science, 35:423-447.

4. Gilens, Martin. 1996. “‘Race Coding’ and White Opposition to Welfare.” American Political Science
Review, 593-604.

4 Political Participation

4.1 Traditional Assessments of Participation (Mar. 30-Apr. 3)

When people think about political participation, they tend to think for the form of political activity in which
most people engage: voting. But voting is certainly not the only form of participation. Most importantly, for
any individual person, it is likely to be the least effective means of influencing public policy. These lectures
examine the various forms of participation, their ability to influence political leaders’ decisions, and some
standard explanations for why people participate.

1. Verba, S., Schlozman, K. L. & Brady, H. E. (1995). Voice and Equality, Ch. 2-3.

2. Leighley, J. E. (1995). “Attitudes, opportunities and incentives: A field essay on political participa-
tion.” Political Research Quarterly. 181-209.

4.2 Rethinking Influences upon Participation (Apr. 6-10)

John Stuart Mill argued that a value of free speech was that it allowed speech that challenged conventional
wisdom, which, even if correct, that could otherwise become reduced to slogans devoid of thought. Scientific
progress requires similar challenges to older understanding. In these lectures, we examine recent work that
challenges and expands upon prior explanations for why people participate.

1. Kam, C. D., & Palmer, C. L. (2008). “Reconsidering the effects of education on political participa-
tion.” The Journal of Politics, 70(3):612-631.

2. Berinsky, A. J., & Lenz, G. S. (2011). “Education and political participation: Exploring the causal
link.” Political Behavior. 33(3), 357-373.

3. Sondheimer, R. M., & Green, D. P. (2010). “Using experiments to estimate the effects of education
on voter turnout.” American Journal of Political Science. 54(1), 174-189.

4. Gerber, A. S., Green, D. P., & Shachar, R. (2003). “Voting may be habitforming: evidence from a
randomized field experiment.” American Journal of Political Science, 47(3):540-550.

5. Fowler, J. H., Baker, L. A., & Dawes, C. T. (2008). “Genetic variation in political participation.”
American Political Science Review, 102(02):233-248.
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4.3 The Rationality of Participation (Apr. 13)

Participation in a democracy is often viewed as an instrumental means for the public to influence political
leaders. If people want to influence the government, then participation is seen as a rational means of achiev-
ing that end. But is it really rational for people to participate in politics? This lecture examines whether
individuals can really expect to influence government by participating politically.

1. Aldrich. 1993. “Rational Choice and Turnout” American Journal of Political Science 37:246-290.

4.4 Social Networks and Participation (Apr. 15-17)

Isolated individuals may not be able to have much influence by participating politically, but since we live in
society, we may need to consider how our social context influences our willingness to participate–and how
context can lead to mass mobilization that can create conditions for people to influence political leaders.
These lectures examine the influence of groups upon political participation.

1. Putnam, R. D. (1995). “Bowling alone: America’s declining social capital.” Journal of Democracy,
6(1):65-78.

2. McClurg, S. D. (2003). “Social networks and political participation: The role of social interaction in
explaining political participation.” Political research quarterly, 56(4), 449-464.

3. Bond, R. M., Fariss, C. J., Jones, J. J., Kramer, A. D., Marlow, C., Settle, J. E., & Fowler, J. H.
(2012). “A 61-million-person experiment in social influence and political mobilization.” Nature,
489(7415):295-298.

4.5 Political and Legal Factors Influencing Voting (Apr. 20-24)

Voting is the most common form of political participation. Yet, turnout varies by both time and space. These
lectures explore the differences in political and legal circumstances that can have the effect of increasing or
depressing turnout.

1. Powell Jr, G. B. (1986). “American voter turnout in comparative perspective.” The American Political
Science Review, 17-43.

2. Highton. 1997. “Easy Registration and Voter Turnout” Journal of Politics 59:565-575.

3. Cox and Munger. 1989. “Closeness, Expenditures, and Turnout in the 1982 U.S. House Elections”
American Political Science Review 83:217-232

4. Gerber, A. S., & Green, D. P. (2001). “Do phone calls increase voter turnout?: A field experiment.”
Public Opinion Quarterly, 75-85.

5. Valentino, N. A., Brader, T., Groenendyk, E. W., Gregorowicz, K., & Hutchings, V. L. 2011. “Election
nights alright for fighting: The role of emotions in political participation.” The Journal of Politics,
73(01), 156-170.

(Apr. 24) Paper #2 due
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5 Representation

5.1 Responsiveness to Public Input (Apr. 27-May 1)

Being able to express political opinions or participate politically are ultimately directed at influencing the
government. The first of two sets of lectures examines how responsive political leaders are to public opinion.

1. Erikson and Tedin Ch. 10.

2. Shapiro, R. Y. (2011). “Public opinion and American democracy.” Public Opinion Quarterly, 75(5),
982-1017.

3. Verba, S., Schlozman, K. L. & Brady, H. E. (1995). Voice and Equality, Ch. 16.

5.2 Democratic Performance (May 4-6)

Robert Dahl named one of his famous studies of influence Who Govern?. In it, he examined how different
groups were able to influence political outcomes in New Haven, Connecticut. The answer to this question
is critical for evaluating how well participation and public opinion allow our democracy to perform as
it was intended. These last two lectures consider current research on political influence and democratic
performance in the United States.

1. Erikson and Tedin Ch. 11.

2. Gilens, M. and Page, B.I. 2014. “Testing Theories of American Politics: Elites, Interest Groups, and
Average Citizens.” Perspectives on Politics. 12(3):564-581.

Final exam (Check Registrar’s Web Site for Date and Time)
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