
PSCI 2315:  Honors U.S. Political Behavior 
Spring 2020 

 
Dr. Wendy Watson    Office Hours:  M 9:30 – 11:30, W 4 – 6, 
Contact via Canvas email     and by appointment 
Office:  153 Wooten Hall 
 
Course Description: 
 
This course explores the connection between the will of the people and the policies implemented 
by government by focusing on individual political values and attitudes, the mechanisms that 
connect individual beliefs to government action (parties, interest groups, the media, and 
elections), and the outcomes of government policy.  This is a course about action.  In the political 
science world, we call it “political behavior”:  how the behavior (actions) of individuals and 
groups come together to form the political landscape.    
 
This course is a part of the University Core Curriculum.  As a part of the core, this course will 
help you develop four key competencies: 
 

• Communication (COMM):  effective development, interpretation and expression of ideas 
through written, oral, and visual communication 

• Critical thinking (CT):  creative thinking, innovation, inquiry, and analysis, evaluation, 
and synthesis of information 

• Personal responsibility (PR):  to include the ability to connect choices, actions, and 
consequences to ethical decision-making 

• Social responsibility (SR): intercultural competence, knowledge of civic responsibility, 
and the ability to engage effectively in regional, national, and global communities 

 
While it is not formally one of the state-mandated objectives for this course, I consider teamwork 
(TW) and collaboration invaluable assets in intellectual endeavors.  Working together as a team 
helps magnify our intercultural competence, give us a broadened perspective that improves our 
critical thinking, and forces us to engage in communication on a regular basis.. 
 
Assignments: 
 
Team-based learning 
 IRATs (6)       20% 
Team Performance          
 TRATs (6)       5% 
 Group Activities      20% 
Stump speech/Press release (COMM)    10%   
War Room reflection (CT, PR, COMM)    5% 
Peer Review        10% 
Exams (2)        30% 
 
Course Materials: 
 
There is one text for this class: 



Krutz and Waskiewicz, American Government OpenStax, ISBN 1938168178, 
www.openstax.org/details/american-government  

This is an open-source text, free of charge.   

In addition, you will need a student subscription to the Washington Post.  You can sign 
up for a subscription here:  https://subscribe.washingtonpost.com/acqlite/edu-offer/ 

The cost is $5 for 4 weeks, and currently the first week is $1.  

Apart from text readings, links to all other readings are available through Canvas.  If you 
log into the Washington Post, you will be able to follow the links to articles from “The 
Monkey Cage.” 

Course Components 

Groups:  During the first week of classes, you will be assigned to a group of 
approximately 5 students.  You will work with the same group throughout the semester.  
Together, you will participate in “Team-based learning” (more on that in a moment) and 
a group project creating a campaign strategy for a fictional candidate for U.S. Senate.  
 
Team-based Learning:  Team-based learning emphasizes your ability to apply course 
concepts to solve problems.  While the process is team-based, it is also designed to limit 
the type of problems involved in typical group work (some people doing nothing or a 
division of labor that prevents a well-rounded understanding of the material):  

• At the beginning of each course module, you will complete an “individual 
readiness assurance test” (iRAT).  This is a short, multiple choice quiz designed 
to verify you have done the readings and have a basic understanding of the 
material.  Missed iRATs can be taken within 48 hours.  There are 6 iRATS, but if 
80% or more of the class completes the SPOT evaluation at the end of the term, I 
will drop the lowest iRAT score for everyone.  iRATs are, collectively, 20% of 
your grade. 

   
• After the iRAT you will take the same quiz as a team (the “team readiness 

assurance test” or tRAT).  It is up to each group to decide whether absent group 
members will receive credit for the tRAT or not.  tRATs are worth, collectively, 
5% of your grade   

 
• After the RATs, we will explore the topic through short lectures and course 

activities. I will provide team activity logs each day.  Your team will need to log 
your group’s decisions and justifications for the various group activities in order 
for the group to get credit for the activities that day.  The regular in-class activities 
and the group portion of the War Room Assignment are, together, 20% of your 
grade. 

 



War Room Assignment:  In addition to the regular team-based learning activities, your 
team will be responsible for developing a campaign strategy for a fictional Senate 
candidate for the 2020 election.  This will be an iterative exercise in which your team will 
develop a portion of your strategy, roll it out, and then respond to a group representing an 
opposing candidate.  I will also periodically update the election landscape with new 
information and events that may require your candidate to pivot.  The other four groups 
in the course will act as your electorate, and we will conclude the project with an election 
and “watch party.” 
 
While the candidate is not a real person, the state is a real state, and you will need to do 
research to complete the assignment (we will talk about the type of information you 
would need to run a successful campaign).  To facilitate the group work, I will provide 
some in-class opportunity to work together.  That said, your group will also need to find a 
way to coordinate some time outside of class.  More specific details about the assignment 
will be provided in class. 
 
Stump Speech/Press Release:  As part of your group project, you must each take 
INDIVIDUAL responsibility for a stump speech or press release that you will turn in at 
some point during the semester.  These are short – roughly two pages – and you can work 
with your group to develop conten.  I will provide each group with the list of options and 
you can decide who will do which thing (they are all of roughly the same level of 
difficulty).  Your individual writing assignment is 10% of your grade. 
 
War Room Reflection:  When the campaigns are over and the last balloon has dropped 
on happy—or crushed—campaign staffers, you will write a paper reflecting on what you 
learned about campaigning.  Specifically, you should answer these questions:  what if 
your client didn’t have to worry about being elected?  Would you have provided different 
advice about the positions they should take?  About the things they should say?  About 
the things they should do?  What does this tell you about the political process?  Your 
reflection is 5% of your grade. 
 
Peer Review:  In order to avoid shirking and to help you build your teamwork skills, you 
will engage in a peer review process twice during the term (at the midterm and again at 
the end of the semester).  Providing feedback is not optional.  You will be evaluated on 
the basis of both the feedback you give and the feedback you receive.  Your peer review 
is 10% of your grade. 
 
Exams:  We will have two exams.  The first is roughly halfway through the semester; the 
second is during our regular final exam period.  The second exam, though, is not 
cumulative. Questions will be a mix of some objective questions and short answer 
questions with one essay question.  Each exam is 15% of your grade.  
 
Attendance policy:  Attendance is mandatory.  With the exception of university excused 
absences, military service, religious observance, and dependent care under Title IX, 
absences are considered “unexcused.”  You are entitled to two unexcused absence for the 
semester.  Thereafter, you will lose 1% off your final grade for each class you miss. 



 
Late policies:  Late papers will be penalized 5% if turned in within 24 hours of the due 
date, 10% within 24 and 48 hours after the due date, 15% within 48 and 72 hours after the 
due date.  Papers will not be accepted more than 72 hours after the due date.  
 
University policies: 
 
Academic Integrity Standards and Consequences. 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 
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. In this course, a finding of academic misconduct on a single 
assignment will result in a reduction of one letter grade in the course; a second instance 
will result in failure in the course.  All instances of academic misconduct will be 
reported. 
 
ADA Accommodation Statement. UNT 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 a student with an accommodation letter to be delivered to 
faculty to begin a private discussion regarding one’s specific course needs. Students 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 ODA website at disability.unt.edu. 
 
Emergency Notification & Procedures. UNT uses a system called Eagle Alert to quickly 
notify students 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 Blackboard for 
contingency plans for covering course materials. 
 
Retention of Student Records. Student records pertaining to this course are maintained in 
a secure location by the instructor of record. All records such as exams, answer sheets 
(with keys), and written papers submitted during the duration of the course are kept for at 
least one calendar year after course completion. Course work completed via the 
Blackboard online system, including grading information and comments, is also stored in 
a safe electronic environment for one year. Students have the right to view their 
individual record; however, information about student’s records will not be divulged to 
other individuals without proper written consent. Students are encouraged to review the 
Public Information Policy and the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) 
laws and the University’s policy. See UNT Policy 10.10, Records Management and 
Retention for additional information. 
 



Acceptable Student Behavior. Student behavior that interferes with an instructor’s ability 
to conduct a class or other students' opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive 
and will not be tolerated in any instructional forum at UNT. Students engaging in 
unacceptable behavior will be directed to leave the classroom and the instructor may refer 
the student to the Dean of Students to consider whether the student's conduct violated the 
Code of Student Conduct. The University's expectations for student conduct apply to all 
instructional forums, including University and electronic classroom, labs, discussion 
groups, field trips, etc. The Code of Student Conduct can be found at 
deanofstudents.unt.edu/conduct . 
 
Sexual Assault Prevention. UNT is committed to providing a safe learning environment 
free of all forms of sexual misconduct. Federal laws and UNT policies prohibit 
discrimination on the basis of sex as well as sexual misconduct. If you or someone you 
know is experiencing sexual harassment, relationship violence, stalking and/or sexual 
assault, there are campus resources available to provide support and assistance. The 
Survivor Advocates can be reached at survivoradvocate@unt.edu or by calling the Dean 
of Students Office at 940-565-2648 
  



Course Schedule: 
  
Course Introduction 
 
January 13 (M) Read Syllabus 
January 15 (W) The War Room (video) 
January 17 (F) The War Room (video) 
January 20 (M) Martin Luther King Day – University Closed 
January 22 (W) Political Culture 

• Derek Robertson. 2018. “Why the ‘Classical Liberal’ Is Making a 
Comeback.” June 16, 2018. (Accessed January 12, 2020). 

January 24 (F) The War Room:  Outlining Your Strategy 
Plagiarism Identification Test Results Due (Upload Copy of Results to 
Canvas) 

 
Unit 1 
 
January 27 (M) iRAT 1 and tRAT 1 

• Text Chapter 1, “The Politics of Public Opinion” 
• Pew Research Center. 2017. “Video Explainer: Understanding 

Random Sampling for Public Opinion Surveys.” May 12. (Accessed 
January 12, 2020).  

• Carl Bialik and Harry Enten. 2016. “The Polls Missed Trump. We 
Asked Pollsters Why.” FiveThirtyEight.com. November 9. 
(Accessed January 12, 2020).  

• Nate Silver. 2017. “The Media Has a Probability Problem.” 
FiveThirtyEight.com September 21. (Accessed January 12, 2020). 

January 29 (W)  
January 31 (F) War Room – Discuss Candidate Platform 
February 3 (M)  
February 5 (W)  
February 7 (F) War Room – Strategy Meeting 

Candidate Announcements Due 
 
 
Unit 2 
 
February 10 (M) iRAT 2 and tRAT 2 

• Text Chapter 7, “Elections and Voting” 
• Michael Bang Petersen and Lasse Laustsen. 2020.  “Trump’s 

Abrasive Personality Might Help Him Win Reelection – If Voters 
Feel It’s a Dangerous World.” Washington Post-The Monkey Cage. 
January 10, 2020. (Accessed January 12, 2020) 

• Andrew Rudalevige. 2017. “In the U.S. Who Votes and Why? 
Here’s How the Constitution Shapes the Answers.” Washington 
Post-The Monkey Cage. August 25. (Accessed January 12, 2020). 

February 12 (W)  



February 14 (F) War Room – Strategy Meeting 
February 17 (M) Stump Speech on Key Issue Due 
February 19 (W)  
February 21 (F)  
 
Unit 3 
 
February 24 (M) iRAT 3 and tRAT 3 

• Text Chapter 9, “Political Parties” 
• Amanda Skuldt. 2016. “Could a Third-Party Candidate Win the 

U.S. Presidency? That’s Very Unlikely.” Washington Post-The 
Monkey Cage. August 2, 2016. (Accessed January 12, 2020) 

• Jack Santucci.  2017.  “Maine Citizens Passed ‘Rank-Choice 
Voting.’ Why Did Republicans Shoot It Down?”  Washington Post-
The Monkey Cage. May 31, 2017 (Accessed January 12, 2020). 

February 26 (W) Complete I Side With Quiz 
February 28 (F) War Room – Strategy Meeting 
March 2 (M)  
  
March 4 (W) Review Session 
March 6 (F) Midterm Exam 

First Peer Review Due 
 

SPRING BREAK 
 
Unit 4 
 
March 16 (M) iRAT 4 and tRAT 4 

• Text Chapter 10, “Interest Groups” 
• Lee Drutman. 2015. “The Solution to Lobbying Is More Lobbying.” 

The Washington Post-The Monkey Cage. April 29, 2015. (Accessed 
January 12, 2020) 

• Cory Manento. 2018. “Citizens United Is Fueling Outsider 
Candidates.” Vox. October 8, 2018. (Accessed January 12, 2020) 

• Tina Nguyen. 2015. “Aaron Schock Sure Knew About 
Congressional Ethics Rules When He Judged Top Chef.” MEDIAite. 
March 11, 2015. (Accessed January 12, 2020) 

March 18 (W)  
March 20 (F) War Room – Strategy Meeting 

State Convention Speech Due 
Press Release Response to Opponent Due 

March 23 (M)  
March 25 (W)  
March 27 (F) War Room – Strategy Meeting 

Interest Group Speech Due 
 



 
Unit 5 
 
March 30 (M) iRAT 5 and tRAT 5 

• Text Chapter 8, “Media” 
• Niraj Chokshi. 2017. “News Shared on Twitter Can Drive the 

Conversation.” The New York Times. November 9, 2017. 
(Accessed January 12, 2020) 

• Zoe Oxley. 2011.  “On Media Framing.” WW Norton.  July 22, 
2011. (Accessed January 12, 2020) 

April 1 (W)  
April 3 (F) War Room – Strategy Meeting 

First Campaign Ad Due 
[Answer Media Questions] 

April 6 (M)  
April 8 (W)  
April 10 (F) War Room – Strategy Meeting 
 
 
Unit 6 
 
April 13 (M) iRAT 6 and tRAT 6 

• Text Chapter 16, “Domestic Policy” 
• Text Chapter 17, “Foreign Policy” 

April 15 (W)  
April 17 (F) War Room – Strategy Meeting 

Press Release: Response to the Media 
April 20 (M)  
April 22 (W)  
April 24 (F) Final Campaign Ad Due 

Second Peer Review Due 
 
Election Week 
 
April 27 (M) Polls Close:  Watch Party 
April 29 (W) Review Session 

War Room Reflections Due 
 
 
Wednesday, May 6, 10:30 – 12:30: Final Exam 
 
 


