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Welcome to POLS 2020!

• In this class we’ll
examine American
government and politics.

• We’ll make frequent
references to
developments in national
politics as they occur.
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How to succeed in this class

• Attend lectures, take
notes, and ask questions.
Be involved!

• Read the syllabus and
textbook. Make use of
study guides.
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Some other useful information

• You can find all course materials on Blackboard by logging in
to your account via: bblearn.aum.edu.

• I also post all course materials like the syllabus and slides on
my personal website: https://davidhughesphd.com/

courses/introduction-to-american-politics/.

• If you choose to attend class virtually, I will distribute the
Zoom information via email.
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Introduction to American Politics (Spring 2021) 
 

POLS 2020-C  

 

Department of Political Science and Public Administration  

College of Liberal Arts and Social Sciences 

Auburn University at Montgomery 

 

Professor:  David A. Hughes, Ph.D. 

Meeting Times:  T & TH, 10:50 am to 12:05 pm (Goodwyn 208) 

Office:    Goodwyn Hall 209G 

Office Hours:  T (1:00 to 5:00 pm), F (1:00 to 3:00 pm), or by appointment 

Office Phone:  334-244-3594 

Email:   david.hughes@aum.edu 

 

 

Course Description: Introduces students to the key institutions and processes shaping the 

American political system, including the Constitution, the presidency, Congress, the judiciary, 

elections, parties, and the media.  

 

Overview: This course is an introduction to American politics and government. It discusses the 

Constitution and its creation, the development of laws and regulations, and how citizens and other 

groups shape the policy process and policy outcomes. Primary topics include Congress, the 

presidency, courts, campaigns and elections, public opinion, civil rights, parties, special interest 

groups, political culture, and key aspects of policymaking. Students learn why and how the 

American government functions as it does and some of its key consequences. Throughout the 

course, we draw parallels between the concepts we discuss and current events as they unfold before 

us. 

 

Student Learning Objectives: By the end of this course, students should be able to identify and/or 

explain: 

1. The evolution and role of the Constitution in shaping American politics; 

2. The electoral process for selecting state legislators, members of Congress, and the 

president; 

3. The role Congress, the president, and courts play separately and together in the American 

political system; 

4. The role of parties, interest groups, and the media in American politics; and 

5. The impact of the structure and processes of the American political system on national and 

foreign policy. 

 

This course satisfies Area IV of the AUM Core Curriculum.  In doing so, by the end of the course 

students should be able to: 

1. Formulate and support an assertion and organize major ideas to defend that assertion in 

written and oral forms; and 

2. Clarify, analyze, evaluate, and extend arguments. 

 

Required Text:  The following text is required for this course: 

 

Kollman, Ken.  2017.  The American Political System, 3rd Edition. New York: W. W. Norton.  

ISBN: 978-0-393-28358-7. 
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Class Format: This course is designed as an in-person class with appropriate modifications for 

social distancing. I will also make appropriate accommodations for students who are self-isolating 

due to COVID-19 or students who may be apprehensive about returning to a face-to-face learning 

environment. Please talk with me about your unique circumstances so that we can discuss these 

accommodations. 

 

Internet Materials: All course materials provided by me (syllabus, lecture slides, etc.) are 

available on my personal website (link here) and on Blackboard.  

 

Office Hours: I am available to meet with you either in-person or remotely during office hours to 

address any of your questions or concerns. Amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, I am making efforts 

to avoid crowding in the Political Science Department’s office suite. To meet with me in-person, 

therefore, you must make an appointment for office hours using the following web application (link 

here). When you come to the office, please ring the doorbell, and someone will let you in. 

Alternatively, you may schedule a video or voice conference if you would prefer to meet remotely.  

 

Email: I encourage you to contact me via email as needed. Please note, however, that I observe 

ordinary working hours and will not necessarily respond to your email on a weekend, an AUM-

observed holiday, or outside the hours of 9:00 am to 5:00 pm.  

 

COVID-19: All students must wear face coverings during most campus activities, including during 

any in-person class sessions, unless an exemption has been approved by the Dean of Students or 

the Center for Disability Services.  For additional information about this policy and other changes 

on campus please go to http://www.aum.edu/coronavirus?action.   

 

Academic Integrity: Any act of academic dishonesty to include those actions noted below will 

result in an F for the assignment in which it occurs. Other disciplinary sanctions may follow 

depending on the severity of the act. Auburn University at Montgomery prohibits cheating on 

examinations, unauthorized collaboration on assignments, unauthorized access to examinations or 

course materials, plagiarism (i.e., the use of another’s idea(s) or phrase(s) and representing 

that/those idea(s) as your own, either intentionally or unintentionally), and other unethical 

activities. For the University policy, students should see pages 65-66 of the AUM Student 

Handbook. Those pages contain the Student Academic Honesty Code. It is available at: 

http://www.aum.edu/current-students/advising-resources/student-handbook. 

 

Disability Accommodations:  Students who need accommodations are asked to arrange a meeting 

during office hours to discuss your accommodations. If you have a conflict with my office hours, 

an alternate time can be arranged. To set up this meeting, please contact me by e-mail. If you have 

not registered for accommodation services through the Center for Disability Services (CDS), but 

need accommodations, make an appointment with CDS, 147 Taylor Center, or call 334-244-3631 

or e-mail CDS at cds@aum.edu. Accommodations cannot be made retroactively.  

 

Free Academic Support:  All students have the opportunity to receive free academic support at 

AUM. Visit the Learning Center (LC) in the WASC on second floor Library or the Instructional 

Support Lab (ISL) in 203 Goodwyn Hall. The LC/ISL offers writing consulting as well as tutoring 

in almost every class through graduate school. The LC may be reached at 244-3470 (call or walk-

in for a session), and the ISL may be reached at 244-3265. ISL tutoring is first-come-first served. 

Current operating hours can be found at www.aum.edu/learningcenter. 
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Electronic Services:  Students may seek technology assistance from the ITS Help Desk located in 

the computer lab on the first floor of the Taylor Center. You may also call 334-244-3500 or email 

helpdesk@aum.edu. 

 

Course Requirements:  The following assignments are intended to provide students with 

numerous opportunities to demonstrate achievement of the course objectives. Specific 

requirements are as follows: 

 

1. Exams:      80% 

2. Current Events:    10% 

3. Attendance & Participation:   10% 

 

Description of Course Requirements:  This section provides further details regarding the primary 

requirements for student excellence in this course. 

 

Exams: There are four total exams that will consist of multiple choice and short answer questions. 

The first three are scheduled throughout the semester. I have designed these exams to assess your 

knowledge of the major themes we cover in POLS 2020. A final exam will cumulatively assess 

your knowledge of American Politics. Each exam is worth 20 percent of your final grade. To aid 

you in your studies, I will distribute a study guide prior to each exam. Each exam will be taken on 

Blackboard during the regularly scheduled class time. In the event that you fall ill or must 

quarantine, reasonable accommodations will be made to deliver and receive exams electronically.  

 

Current Events: Each student will evaluate a news article on two different occasions throughout 

the semester. For each occasion, students will select a news article from some news outlet such as 

the New York Times, Politico, The Hill, etc. They will present their article to their peers at the 

beginning of class on their assigned dates (these will be decided once the class roster is finalized). 

For their presentations, students will orally summarize the nature of the article in addition to how 

that article relates to some aspect we have discussed in the class. Presentations should be no longer 

than a few minutes. Students will be assessed on this component based upon their knowledge of 

the article and their ability to coherently describe its contents and connection to the course’s 

materials to the class. Students must also turn in a paper copy of their article at the time of their 

presentation. 

 

Attendance & Participation: Your attendance is required. This is a small class, and we will be 

getting to know one another. Simply showing up is insufficient for you to receive full credit on this 

component. You are expected also to contribute to classroom discussion, to ask questions during 

lectures or during office hours, and to thoughtfully and respectfully engage with your peers or 

professor when they are speaking. Effective participation in this course means completing your 

assigned readings before class begins and preparing questions for me that help to fill the gaps in 

your knowledge. In the event that you fall ill or must quarantine, reasonable accommodations will 

be made to facilitate remote attendance and participation, which will not be penalized.  

 

Make-Up Exams:  I will permit make-up exams for full credit if and only if they are accompanied 

by a doctor’s note or for some properly documented, University-sanctioned event, religious 

observance, or family emergency. These must be completed within one week (seven days) of the 

date you resume attendance at Auburn University at Montgomery.  
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Final Grades:  Your final grade will be assessed according to the following scale: 

 

 A  90 to 100 

 B+  87 to 89 

 B  80 to 86 

 C+  77 to 79 

 C  70 to 76 

 D+  67 to 69 

 D  60 to 66 

 F  Below 60 

 

Key Semester Dates:  Please keep the following important AUM dates in mind: 

 

Registration cancellation:   January 25 

Last day to add classes:    January 26 

Last day for 100% refund:   January 31 

Last day to apply for fall graduation:  January 31 

Last day for 50% refund:   February 14 

Last day to drop classes:   April 4 

Complete course evaluations:   April 27 

Final exam:     May 4 (10:45 am to 1:15 pm) 

 

Schedule: A tentative schedule appears below. Assigned readings should be completed before the 

date on which they are assigned. Electronic readings are indicated by an asterisk and are posted on 

Blackboard.  

 

Date Topic Reading 

January 21 Introduction 

What is politics? 

What is government? 

The U.S. Constitution 

(Kollman, A12-34) 

January 26 Why government? Kollman, Ch. 1 

January 28-February 2 The U.S. Constitution Kollman, Ch. 2 

February 4-9 Federalism Kollman, Ch. 3 

February 11 Exam 1 

February 16 Political campaigns Kollman, pp. 507-22 

 

February 18-23 Elections Kollman, pp 491-505, 525-529 

 

February 25-March 2 Congress Kollman, Ch. 5 

 

March 4-9 The presidency Kollman, Ch. 6 

March 11 Exam 2 

March 16-18 The judiciary Kollman, Ch. 8 

March 23-30 Civil rights and liberties Kollman, Ch. 4 

April 1-6 Judicial decision-making & 

landmark cases 

Brown v. Board of Education 

(1954)* 

April 8 Exam 3 
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April 13 Public opinion Kollman, Ch. 9 

 

April 15-20 Political participation Kollman, Ch. 10 

April 22 Political parties Kollman, Ch. 12 

April 27 Interest groups and the Media Kollman, Ch. 11 & 14 

 

May 4 Final Exam (10:45 am to 1:15 pm) 
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What is politics?

• What comes to mind
when you think of the
word, “politics”?

• What purpose does
government serve in
society?

• How does government
facilitate politics?
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Why government?

• Hating government is a
time-honored tradition in
America.

• So why do we have it at
all?

12 / 22



Welcome Syllabus Politics and Government Conclusion

Collective action problems

• Government exists in part to further our collective goals as a
democracy.

• There is a tradeoff, however, between individual liberty and
collective security.

• This paradox is known as a “collective action problem.”

13 / 22
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Collective action problems explained

• A collective action problem arises when people make choices
that individually benefit themselves but can be harmful to
society as a whole.

• For example, individuals benefit monetarily when they refuse
to pay their taxes, but society is harmed because now there’s
no money to pay for public services.

• Once you start to understand the nature of collective action
problems, you’ll find that they are all around us. Solving them
is a key justification for government.
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The Free-Rider

• My above hypothetical
on taxes is an example of
the free-rider problem.

• Free-riding occurs when
individuals enjoy benefits
like government services
for which they haven’t
paid.
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Public vs. Private Goods

• Free-riding is most
associated with the
consumption of public
goods.

• Public goods are
“non-excludable” and
“non-rivalrous.”
(Examples?)

• Theoretically, the market
will not provide us with
public goods. (Why?) So
what is to be done?
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The Prisoners’ Dilemma

• When individuals behave
out of self-interest, they
can impose costs (good
or bad) on others.

• In economics, we refer to
these costs as
“externalities,” and these
are signs of an inefficient,
or failing, market system.

• What can government do
to fix the market?
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The Coordination Problem

• Sometimes we all agree
on what we want to
achieve as society but
can’t get there
individually.

• For example, it makes
little difference whether
we use the metric or
imperial standards—we
just need to pick one.
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Games of Chicken

• A game of chicken is
somewhat the opposite
of a coordination
problem.

• With chicken, our egos
get in the way of
achieving mutually
beneficial outcomes.
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Unstable Coalitions

• Sometimes preferences
can be rational at the
individual level but
irrational collectively.

• For example, what ought
the tax rate to be?
Collectively, there’s not
going to be a stable
preference. We still need
taxes, though, so how do
we get unstuck here?

The Condorcet Paradox
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When government goes wrong

• Government is hardly a
cure-all for our social woes
as its run by the very
self-interested individuals
we’re trying to regulate.

• This leads to what’s known
as a “principal-agent
problem,” which arises due
to asymmetric information.

Senator Richard Burr (R-NC)
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Conclusion

• We may not love government, but we’re pretty much stuck
with it.

• Government exists to correct collective action problems
among individuals, institutions, markets, etc.

• Nevertheless, government is hardly run by angels, leading to a
whole other batch of problems.
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