
Political Science 4120: Public Opinion and Participation
Professor Paolino Office hours:
Wooten 137 M 10:00-11:00
940-565-2315 W 12:00-2:00
paolino@unt.edu and by appointment

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 and political participation.

In this course, students are responsible for keeping up with all reading on the syllabus. Students
will also be required to complete brief weekly data analysis assignments that they share with the class
as part of discussions of each topic, accounting for 30% of the final grade. There is also a mid-term
exam that is worth 30%. Finally, there will be a comprehensive final examination at the conclusion of
the course that is worth 40% 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. Clawson, Rosalee and Zoe Oxley. 2020. Public Opinion; Democratic Ideals, Democratic Prac-
tice. CQ Press. 4th ed. ISBN 978-1544390208. To purchase an electronic copy: https:
//us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/public-opinion/book244708

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 as-
pects 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 under-
stand current politics.

3. This class will place material in a conceptual context that illustrates its importance and relation-
ship to other knowledge. Toward this end, students are expected to connect mass political activity
to similar processes motivating non-political thought and activity.

4. This class will also require students to develop some basic data analysis skills that will better help
them understand the elements of public opinion that are covered in class.
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Course Requirements
Students are responsible for all of the material in the readings and discussed in lectures. In addi-

tion to the textbook and on-line journal articles, materials may be posted to Canvas as circumstances
arise. Please be aware that journal articles should be accessed, unless otherwise noted, through the li-
brary’s web-site, not Canvas, because the library’s decisions about maintaining subscriptions to journals
depends upon the usage statistics they receive through the web-site, not Canvas. Placing the journal
articles on Canvas means that the library would assume that these journals are not being used and would
make it more likely that the future volumes of the journals would not be available to students. Grades
for the course will be based upon a midterm (30%), final (40%), and weekly assignments (30% total).

• Assignments and Exams
The weekly short data analysis assignments require that students use resources from the SDA Data

Archive at the University of California, Berekely (https://sda.berkeley.edu/archive.
htm). For these assignments, students will need to produce one or two cross-tabulations and write
up one paragraph describing the results from the table(s) and another discussing how the results either
do or do not support arguments from the week’s readings. Students should upload the assignment to
Turnitin through the Canvas web-site. Assignments will be graded as satisfactory or unsatisfactory, with
this 30% portion of the final grade determined by the percentage of satisfactory assignments completed
over the course of the semester. Satisfactory assignments will be judged by the extent to which the re-
sults in the table(s) are described accurately, placed within the context of the week’s reading, and reflect
a generally clear understanding of week’s topic.

Questions on the exams will be drawn from both the readings and the lectures. The exams will
involve a series of short-answer questions about important concepts in the study of public opinion and
participation and one or two essays. 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 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. keep track of
your grade and make sure you are putting in the effort to get that grade.

Grades will be posted on Canvas in a timely fashion. In the event of discrepancies with those grade
records, discrepancies must be resolved within two weeks of their posting. So be sure to check on your
assignments and tests in a timely manner. 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. Again, it is your responsibility to confirm that files are uploaded correctly to
Canvas. 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.

• Academic Integrity Policy
According to UNT Policy 06.003, Student Academic Integrity, academic dishonesty occurs when

students engage in behaviors including, but not limited to cheating, fabrication, facilitating academic
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dishonesty, forgery, plagiarism, and sabotage. A finding of academic dishonesty may result in a range
of academic penalties or sanctions ranging from admonition to expulsion from the University. Students
should review the policy, which may be found at https://policy.unt.edu/policy/06-003. Faculty
are required to submit reports of violations of academic dishonesty even in instances that do not result
in sanctions. There will be no deviation from this policy.

Classroom Policies
With respect to classroom policies, I assume that you are adults who are either capable of making

your own decisions regarding your best interests or at the time when you need to start learning how to
make such decisions. I also assume that most, if not all, of you are in college to prepare yourself in
some way for professional life beyond college. As such, you should ask yourself whether your actions
in this class are preparing you to conduct yourself successfully in that life.

• Classroom Environment

Please help make the classroom environment conducive to learning. Show respect for others’ opin-
ions, 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. You are free to use
laptops for taking notes (even though research increasingly shows that retention is significantly bet-
ter if you take notes by hand–see the following web articles: Can Handwriting Make You Smarter?,
Attention Students, Put Your Laptop Away, and Don’t Take Notes with a Laptop), but if your use of
your laptop distracts others, then I will ask you to shut it down. Finally, please remember to turn
off and put away your cell phones before lecture. During exams, cell phones and any other electronic
devices (including things like Apple Watches) 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.
Other disruptive behavior not mentioned specifically here will also be treated in a similar manner.

Disabilities Accommodation
The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with disabil-

ities. 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 accom-
modation 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://disability.unt.edu .

Prohibition of Discrimination, Harassment, and Retaliation (Policy 16.004)
The University of North Texas (UNT) prohibits discrimination and harassment because 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 in its application and admission processes; educational programs
and activities; employment policies, procedures, and processes; and university facilities. The
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University takes active measures to prevent such conduct and investigates and takes remedial
action when appropriate.

Emergency Notification & Procedures
UNT uses a system called Eagle Alert to quickly notify you with critical information in

the event of an emergency (i.e., severe weather, campus closing, and health and public safety
emergencies like chemical spills, fires, or violence). In the event of a university closure, please
refer to Canvas for contingency plans for covering course materials.

1 Introduction (Aug. 29)

These lectures discuss 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. Clawson and Oxley, Ch. 1.

2 Studying Public Opinion

2.1 Using the SDA Archive (Aug. 31)

This class will introduce students to using the SDA Archive at Berkeley for studying public
opinion and participation. The Archive includes two of the top social science surveys, The
American National Election Study and the General Social Survey, provides an interface that
allows visitors to conduct basic analysis without any background in formal statistical software,
and is required for course assignments.

1. https://sda.berkeley.edu

2.2 Lies, Damned Lies, and Surveys: The Effects of Question Wording, Ordering, and
Other Interview Effects (Sep. 2-9)

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. Clawson and Oxley, Ch. 1 appendix.

2. Zaller and Feldman. 1992. “A Simple Theory of the Survey Response: Answering Ques-
tions versus Revealing Preferences” American Journal of Political Science. 36(3):579-
616.

Recommended:

Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus. 1978. “Ideological Constraint in the Mass Public: A
Methodological Critique and Some New Findings” American Journal of Political
Science. 22(2):233-49.
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Bishop and Oldendick. 1978. “Change in the Structure of American Political Attitudes:
The Nagging Question of Question Wording” American Journal of Political Science.
22(2):250-69.

Bishop, Oldendick, and Tuchfarber. 1982. “Political Information Processing: Question
Order and Context Effects” Political Behavior. 4(2):177-200.

=⇒ No class for Labor Day holiday (Sep. 5)

2.3 An Introduction to Sampling: Why 1067 ≈ 300 Million (Sep. 12-16)

Most examinations of public opinion involve interviewing a large sample of people to evaluate
the attitudes of a population. 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 challenges to effective sampling.

1. Kalton. Introduction to Survey Sampling. pp. 82-4. (Canvas)

2. Groves. 2011. “Three Eras of Survey Research” Public Opinion Quarterly. 75(5), 861-
871.

3. Bort. 2020. “What Pollsters Want You to Know About What Went Wrong.” Rolling Stone

Recommended:

Kennedy, McGeeney, Keeter, Patten, Perrin, Lee, and Best. 2018. “Implications of
Moving Public Opinion Surveys to a Single-Frame Cell-Phone Random-Digit-Dial
Design” Public Opinion Quarterly. 82(2):279–299.

Cavari and Freedman. 2018. “Polarized Mass or Polarized Few? Assessing the Parallel
Rise of Survey Nonresponse and Measures of Polarization.” Journal of Politics.
80(2):719-725.

3 Influences on Public Opinion

3.1 Personal Experience & Environment (Sep. 19-23)

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. Clawson and Oxley Ch. 2 & 6.

2. Noelle-Neumann The Spiral of Silence Ch. 3 (Canvas).

Recommended:
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Jennings, Stoker, and Bowers. 2009. “Politics across Generations: Family Transmission
Reexamined” Journal of Politics. 71(3):782-799.

Mondak and Halperin. 2008. “A Framework for the Study of Personality and Political
Behaviour.” British Journal of Political Science. 38(2):335-362.

Chong, Citrin, and Conley. 2001. “When Self-Interest Matters” Political Psychology.
22(3):541-570.

Hatemi, Alford, Hibbing, Martin, and Eaves. 2009. “Is There a ‘Party’ in Your Genes?”
Political Research Quarterly. 62(3):584-600.

3.2 Information, Sophistication, and Cognition (Sep. 26-30)

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 influence how they form attitudes. These lectures will consider how differences in
people’s level of political information influences their subsequent political beliefs.

1. Clawson and Oxley, Ch. 4 & 8

2. Nyhan and Reifler. 2010. “When Corrections Fail: The Persistence of Political Misper-
ceptions” Political Behavior, 32(2):303-330.

Recommended:

Converse. 1964. “The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass Publics” in Ideology and
Discontent, 206-61. (Canvas)

Delli Carpini and Keeter. 1991. “Stability and Change in the U.S. Public’s Knowledge
of Politics” Public Opinion Quarterly. 55(4):583-612.

Delli Carpini and Keeter. 1993. “Measuring Political Knowledge: Putting First Things
First.” American Journal of Political Science 37:1179-1206.

Zaller. 1991. “Information, Values, and Opinion” American Political Science Review.
85(4):1215-1237.

Berinsky. 2017. “Rumors and Health Care Reform: Experiments in Political
Misinformation.” British Journal of Political Science. 47:241-262.

3.3 Emotion (Oct. 3-7)

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 relation-
ship between particular emotions and public opinion.
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1. Huddy, Feldman, and Cassese. 2007. “On the Distinct Political Effects of Anxiety and
Anger” (Canvas).

2. Brader, Valentino, and 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, Synycer, Cosmides, and Tooby. 2012. “Who Deserves Help? Evolutionary
Psychology, Social Emotions, and Public Opinion about Welfare” Political Psychology.
33(3):395-418.

Recommended:

Marcus and MacKuen. 1993. “Anxiety, Enthusiasm, and the Vote: The Emotional
Underpinnings of Learning and Involvement during Presidential Campaigns.” American
Political Science Review. 87(3):672-85.

3.4 The Mass Media (Oct. 10-14)

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 treat-
ment 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. Clawson and Oxley, Ch. 3.

2. Iyengar, Peters, and Kinder. 1982. “Experimental Demonstrations of the ‘Not-So-Minimal’
Consequences of Television News Programs” The American Political Science Review.
76(4):848-858.

3. Nelson, Clawson, and Oxley. 1997. “Media Framing of a Civil Liberties Conflict and Its
Effect on Tolerance” American Political Science Review. 91(3):567-84.

Recommended:

Gilliam and Iyengar. 2000. “Prime Suspects: The Influence of Local Television News
on the Viewing Public” American Journal of Political Science. 44(3):560-73.

Midterm exam (Oct. 17)

4 Expressions of Public Opinion

4.1 Party Identification and Ideology (Oct. 19-24)

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

1. Clawson and Oxley, Ch. 5

2. Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes. 1960. The American Voter. Ch. 6 (Canvas).

3. Abramowitz and Webster. 2016. “The Rise of Negative Partisanship and the National-
ization of US elections in the 21st Century” Electoral Studies. 41(1):12-22.

Recommended:

Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope. Culture War?: The Myth of a Polarized Public, 3rd ed. Ch.
3-4. (Canvas)

Abramowitz and Saunders. 2008. “Is Polarization a Myth?” The Journal of Politics.
70(2):542-555.

Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope. 2008. “Polarization in the American Public:
Misconceptions and misreadings” The Journal of Politics. 70(2):556-560.

4.2 Democratic Values and Tolerance (Oct. 26-31)

People’s political attitudes are shaped not only by their ideologies and partisanship, but also by
their attachment 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. Clawson and Oxley, Ch. 9.

2. Feldman. 1988. “Structure and Consistency in Public Opinion: The Role of Core Beliefs
and Values” American Journal of Political Science. 32(2):416-440.

3. Cizmar, Layman, McTague, Pearson-Merkowitz, and Spivey. 2014. “Authoritarian-
ism and American Political Behavior from 1952 to 2008” Political Research Quarterly.
67(1):71-83.

Recommended:

Marcus, Sullivan, Theiss-Morse, and Stevens. 2005. “The Emotional Foundation of
Political Cognition: The Impact of Extrinsic Anxiety on the Formation of Political
Tolerance Judgments” Political Psychology. 26(6):949–963.
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4.3 Political Trust and System Support (Nov. 2-7)

The 2016 elections highlighted concerns that have been building for decades about the degree
to which citizens trust the government and the ramifications of such attitudes. The Framers
thought that some distrust of government was healthy, in that vigilance over government activ-
ity would prevent the government from becoming too powerful. At the same time, complete
distrust of government can make it impossible for the government to fulfill many of its most
basic functions. These lectures will examine the factors that influence the public’s level of trust
in government.

1. Clawson and Oxley Ch. 11.

2. Miller. “Political Issues and Trust in Government: 1964–1970” 1974. American Political
Science Review. 68(3):951-972.

3. Citrin. 1974. “Comment: The Political Relevance of Trust in Government” American
Political Science Review. 68(3):973-988.

Recommended:

Hetherington. 1998. “The Political Relevance of Political Trust” American Political
Science Review. 92(4):791-808.

Rudolph and Evans. 2005. “Political Trust, Ideology, and Public Support for
Government Spending” American Journal of Political Science. 49(3):660-671.

Oliver and Wood. 2014. “Conspiracy Theories and the Paranoid Style(s) of Mass
Opinion.” American Journal of Political Science. 58(4):952-966.

4.4 Racial Attitudes (Nov. 9-14)

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 lec-
tures 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.

1. Clawson and Oxley, Ch. 7.

2. Devine. 1989. “Stereotypes and Prejudice: Their Automatic and Controlled Compo-
nents.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 56(1):5-18.

3. Moberg, Krysan, and Christianson. 2019. “The Polls–Trends: Racial Attitudes in Amer-
ica.” Public Opinion Quarterly. 83(2):450-471.

Recommended:
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Kinder and Sears. 1981. “Prejudice and Politics: Symbolic Racism Versus Racial
Threats to the Good Life” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 40(3):414-31.

Bobo. 1983. “Whites’ opposition to busing: Symbolic racism or realistic group
conflict?” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 45(6):1196-1210.

Sniderman, et al. 1991. “The New Racism” American Journal of Political Science.
35(2):423-447.

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

5 Political Participation

5.1 Traditional Assessments of Participation (Nov. 16-23)

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, Schlozman, and Brady. 1995. Voice and Equality, Ch. 2-3. (Canvas)

2. Leighley. 1995. “Attitudes, Opportunities, and Incentives: A Field Essay on Political
Participation” Political Research Quarterly. 48(1):181-209.

=⇒ No class for Thanksgiving holiday (Nov. 25)

5.2 Political and Legal Factors Influencing Voting (Nov. 28-Dec. 5)

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. 1986. “American Voter Turnout in Comparative Perspective” The American
Political Science Review 80(1):17-43.

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

3. Gronke and Miller. 2012. “Voting by Mail and Turnout in Oregon: Revisiting Southwell
and Burchett” American Politics Research. 40(6):976-997.

4. Thompson, Wu, Yoder, and Hall. 2020. “Universal vote-by-mail has no impact on partisan
turnout or vote share.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.

10

https://www.pnas.org/content/pnas/117/25/14052.full.pdf


5. Burden. 2018. “Disagreement over ID Requirements and Minority Voter Turnout” The
Journal of Politics. 80(3):

Recommended:

Gerber and Green. 2000. “The Effects of Canvassing, Telephone Calls, and Direct Mail
on Voter Turnout: A Field Experiment” American Political Science Review.
94(3):653-663.

Valentino, N. A., Brader, T., Groenendyk, E. W., Gregorowicz, K., & Hutchings, V. L.
(2011). “Election night’s alright for fighting: The role of emotions in political
participation.” The Journal of Politics, 73(1), 156-170.

6 Representation

6.1 Responsiveness to Public Input (Dec. 7)

Being able to express political opinions or participate politically are ultimately directed at
influencing the government. These lectures examines how responsive political leaders are to
the mass public.

1. Clawson and Oxley Ch. 12.

2. Shapiro. 2011. “Public Opinion and American Democracy.” Public Opinion Quarterly.
75(5):982-1017.

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

Recommended:

Verba, Schlozman, and Brady. 1995. Voice and Equality, Ch. 16. (Canvas)

Final exam

Dec. 6 1:30-3:30 (Check Registrar’s Web Site for Date and Time for confirmation.)
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