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Introduction to American Government and Politics 
COLBY COLLEGE 
GOVERNMENT 111 

Spring 2021 
 

Nicholas Jacobs                             Mondays and Wednesdays  

nfjacobs@colby.edu                                               Diamond Hall 122 

Office: Diamond Hall 265                                                                                 1:00 – 2:15 p.m.  

Office Hours: Tuesdays and Wednesdays, 11:00-1:00                      

 

Overview and Aims 

This course surveys the fundamentals of American government and politics. It emphasizes 

constitutional development and political science’s role in evaluating institutional processes in the 

United States' constitutional order. This course introduces students to a variety of empirical 

approaches used in contemporary political science in order to facilitate students’ understanding 

of American politics. In short, this course asks two basic question, how does government work in 

the United States, and, can it be made to work better? In answering both questions, students will 

focus on the method of political science in order to expand their understanding of political 

phenomena and behavior. We will tie those empirical considerations of institutional and political 

behavior to a discussion of competing political values, principles, and traditions in America’s 

political development.  

 

By the end of this course students will be able to write about political issues that are central to 

the American political system, and defend those assertions with data. They will be able to 

describe and evaluate institutional changes to that system, which have taken place since the 

Constitution’s adoption; assess and debate contemporary reform proposals to those constitutional 

institutions; and discuss the philosophical and theoretical arguments that undergird the practice 

of contemporary American politics.  

 

Course Requirements and Grade Distribution 

Note: To pass this course, students must complete or submit all of the following: 

 

- Weekly Reading Quizzes     10% 

- Lab Portfolio        60% 

- First Submission (Due March 29)          

- Second Submission (Due May 14) 

- On-line Final Exam (May 21)      30% 

 

There are four components to the final grade:  

 

Weekly Reading Quizzes: In purchasing your textbook, you received access to a set of on-line 

resources to accompany each chapter. You will be required to complete the "InQuizitive" reading 

assessment for the assigned textbook chapter by the end of each week (preferably before 

Monday’s class). You may complete the quiz as many times as you would like until you are 

satisfied with the grade. The grade you have in the system at the end of the week the grade I will 

enter into my gradebook; you will not be able to boost your grade for credit after that point. The 
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goal is three-fold. First, it provides a strong incentive for every student to complete the readings 

for understanding, permitting us to spend our time in class discussing issues, rather than relaying 

facts. Second, it offers an excellent resource for you to check your own comprehension, 

especially as the midterm and final exam approaches. Finally, it allows me to identify problem-

areas, permitting me to use our limited time to address concepts where there are large 

misconceptions or widespread confusion.  

 

These are low-stakes reading quizzes. The assignments are open-book, but you must complete 

them individually. Collaboration is strictly prohibited. You can access each of the reading 

quizzes by clicking here and registering your purchase. You will need to join our course using 

the following ID: 431613. There is a helpful set of support links available through Norton, but 

please let me know if you have any trouble getting started.  

 

Final Examination: All students will complete a take-home final examination. During the listed 

week, students will access the exam online. You will have the option of completing a one-hour 

or a three-hour exam. The clock begins once students access the exam.  

 

This is an open-book exam, and so my aim is not to test how much information you can pack 

into your short-term memory.  Rather, the exam will assess how well you know and understand 

the course material and will test your ability to explain pertinent theoretical arguments and 

concepts, in clear, concise prose. Although open-book, you may not collaborate with each other 

on your answers.  Your completed exam should be entirely your own work.  

 

Lab Portfolio: Since the goal of this class is to introduce students to the systematic study of 

observable political phenomenon, we will use our time in class and in remote settings to work 

through a set of research questions about contemporary American politics. Each week, you will 

apply the content knowledge you developed from the textbook and in our class discussion to a 

related empirical dilemma. We will look at different data sources, use that data to make 

assertions about the nature of the problem, and apply evidence in thinking about the theoretical 

governance puzzles we identified in our weekly meeting. These reports will make an argument, 

supported by data and theory about American politics.  

 

You will have one week to complete each lab report. We will introduce the lab report on the 

Wednesday of each week, so they will be due the following Wednesday at the start of class. 

These should take about 1-2 hours to complete each week. Each week's report will be evaluated 

for thoroughness and completion. You should complete these reports via Google Documents, and 

submit them electronically. Feel free to include any questions or concerns you have in the 

submission. These reports will be combined, and constitute your lab "portfolio." There are 10 

total weekly submissions; these weekly submissions will constitute roughly half the total 

portfolio grade (5% each), and will receive a standard letter evaluation (A, B, C, D, F) each 

week. Each revised and extended submission will account for 25% of the total portfolio grade 

(25% of the total course grade when combined).  

 

I will make comments and edit your weekly lab reports once they are turned in each Wednesday 

afternoon. Twice during the semester (once following the first spring recess, and once before the 

final), you will select two of your lab reports to revise, extend, and redraft. You may submit 

these at any point prior to the deadline. In revising your lab report, I am expecting you to take 

https://digital.wwnorton.com/amgov15brief
https://wwnorton.knowledgeowl.com/help/inquizitive-students-getting-started#how-do-i-join-my-instructor-s-inquizitive-section-
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seriously my comments about the substance and style of your writing. This is an opportunity for 

you to demonstrate growth in your ability to persuasively use data and cleanly present empirical 

results. In extending your lab reports, your revision should address the following questions: 

1) Why does this study matter for the practice of American politics? Is there a 

contemporary issue (as opposed to theoretical problem) to which this puzzle 

relates? What difference might your study make in reforming or redesigning 

American political institutions?   

2) What are the contending sides? What, in other words, are the political 

implications of your research or argument? Who wins, who loses?   

3) Are your data valid measures of the political phenomenon you are studying? What 

limits exist in your data? Are there alternative measures that you could collect that 

would better address the puzzle or problem studied?  

4) What other knowledge must we acquire or create in order to better understand the 

puzzle explored in this lab report?  

 

The revised lab reports are capped at 5 pages, double-spaced. You are encouraged to use 

anything that you previously wrote for the weekly submission, but the essay should read as more 

persuasive pieces of writing, organized along the following lines: 

1) Introduction of the Puzzle and Relation to Contemporary Politics 

2) A Justification for Why this Study is Necessary 

3) A Detailed Explanation of the Data Used to Address this Problem  

4) An Analysis of the Data that Relates the Empirics to the Puzzle  

5) A Conclusion or Discussion of that Analysis that Makes a Clear Assertion  

 

I do not accept late papers. But, if you need an extension on a paper, for any reason, just ask. 

You do not even need to tell me the reason. Requests for extensions on papers must be received 

in writing, by email at least one week prior to the deadline.  

 

Readings 

This course will rely on secondary readings, contemporary articles, and other primary documents 

related to our studies of American government. There is also one textbook available for purchase 

at the bookstore. An electronic version suffices for this class.  

  

Stephen Ansolabehere, Benjamin Ginsberg, Theodore Lowi, Kenneth Shepsle. 2019. 

American Government, Brief Fifteenth Edition. New York, NY: W. W. Norton 

and Company.  

ISBN: 978-0-393-67493-4 

  E-book: https://wwnorton.com/books/9780393674934  

 

All other readings are posted online for you to download. Additional readings and questions may 

be posted as the course proceeds. NB: The syllabus available online and available for download 

is “clickable” and will direct you to PDF copies of each week’s ancillary readings.   

  

Other Policies 

Attendance and Participation: I do not lecture, and it is not possible to make up work from class 

by getting notes, or seeing me in office hours. Our weekly meetings are an opportunity for us to 

discuss the essential questions or difficulties related to each week’s set of theoretical concerns or 

https://www.amazon.com/American-Government-Brief-Introduction-Fifteenth/dp/0393674940
https://wwnorton.com/books/9780393674934
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empirical puzzles. This requires you to be in class. Generally, we will spend the class on Monday 

thinking about the institutional problem of governance that each aspect of American governance 

best reveals. Our Wednesday meetings will introduce the lab assignment for the week, by talking 

through the data and process. You should try to complete the week's readings and quiz by the 

Monday of each week.  

 

Attendance and participation at all class meetings is required. Of course, we all get ill from time-

to-time or have intervening schedule conflicts. An absence or two will not count against you; just 

come to the next class fully prepared to participate. If there is a major conflict, I want to know so 

that I can help you make-up work and succeed in this course.  

 

Grading: Questions and concerns about a grade do arise. If this is the case, feel free to contact 

me. We will schedule an appointment to meet in person that is convenient for both of us. I will 

ask you to bring the original assignment as well as a typed explanation as to why your 

assignment should have received a better grade. I do this only to ensure that our conversation 

will be productive. My obligation back to you is that I will provide an exemplar assignment, 

which you can reference and consider.  

 

The Faculty at Colby College has agreed to use the following scale in assessing student 

performance. More information about these standards is available here.  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

A -- Excellent work in meeting the goals of the course, in mastering the course material, in 

critical analysis, in written and oral communication, or in other forms of creative expression, 

within the context of the course expectations. (The grade of A+ is awarded only in very rare 

instances when a student exceeds the highest reasonable expectations for undergraduates.)  

 

B -- Very Good to Good work in meeting the goals of the course, in mastering the course 

material, in critical analysis, in written and oral communication, or in other forms of creative 

expression, within the context of the course expectations.  

 

C -- Satisfactory work in meeting the goals of the course, in mastering the course material, in 

critical analysis, in written and oral communication, or in other forms of creative expression, 

within the context of the course expectations.  

 

D -- Minimally acceptable work in meeting the goals of the course, in mastering the course 

material, in critical analysis, in written and oral communication, or in other forms of creative 

expression, within the context of the course expectations.  

 

F -- Seriously deficient work that is not acceptable. No credit is awarded. F may also indicate 

abandonment of a course without formal withdrawal. 

 

Academic Honesty: You are assumed to be familiar with the university’s policies on cheating and 

plagiarism, and the potential penalties: http://www.colby.edu/academicintegrity/. If, in the course 

of writing an assignment, you have any questions about whether you have violated an academic 

integrity standard just ask; there is no penalty for being cautious.  

 

http://www.colby.edu/provost/wp-content/uploads/sites/121/2018/03/AAC-Report-on-Grading-1-1.pdf
http://www.colby.edu/academicintegrity/
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Your Well-Being: If you or someone you know is struggling with gender, sexual, domestic, or 

other forms of power-based personal violence, there are many resources available through the 

Office of the Dean of Students: 207-859-4250. 

 

As your instructor, and as a person, know that I care about you and your well-being and stand 

ready to provide support and resources as I can.  As you instructor, I am a responsible employee, 

which means that I am required by College policy and federal law to report what you tell me 

about power-based personal violence to the University's Title IX Coordinator, who will ensure 

that you receive the resources and support you need, while also reviewing the information 

presented to determine whether further action is necessary to ensure survivor safety and the 

safety of the University community.  More generally, if you are facing any other problem that 

affects your performance in class, informing me immediately can help us resolve potential 

problems before they interfere with your work.  In addition, you should contact your Class Dean, 

who can help you balance your work and whatever issues you may face throughout the semester. 

 

Reading Schedule and Concept Outline  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Week of February 10th    

American Government and Political Science 

First Class Meeting Wednesday, February 10th is Virtual 

 

Discussion: Is there a different way to discuss and think about politics? 

 

American Government, "Chapter 1: Introduction: Governance and Representation" 

 * You do not need to complete the reading quiz for this first week; start with Chapter 2 

______________________________________________________________________________

Week of February 15th    

The American People and the Concept of "Founding" 

 

Discussion: Is American politics guided by foundational principles? 

Lab Report: Does the Constitution guarantee one person, one vote?  

 

American Government, "Chapter 2: The Founding and the Constitution" 

Federalist Nos. 10 and 51  

 

______________________________________________________________________________

Week of February 22nd    

The U.S. Constitution and Federalism 

 

Discussion: Is federalism just for racists?  

Lab Report: Are the states meaningfully and politically distinct?  

 

American Government, "Chapter 3: Federalism and the Separation of Powers" 

https://avalon.law.yale.edu/subject_menus/fed.asp
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____________________________________________________________________________________

Week of March 1st    

Civil Liberties and Civil Rights 

 

Discussion: Is there a way to simultaneously achieve liberty, equality, and inclusion?  

Lab Report: How are civil rights and civil liberties protected?  

 

American Government, "Chapter 4: Civil Liberties and Civil Rights"  

Thomas Healy, “Who’s Afraid of Free Speech,” The Atlantic  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Week of March 8th    

Public Opinion and the Media I 

* NO CLASS ON MONDAY – SPRING RECESS PART ONE * 

* No Lab This Week – Carryover into the Week of March 15 * 

 

Discussion: Is there such thing as public opinion in a mass democracy?  

 

American Government, "Chapter 9: Public Opinion and the Media"   

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Week of March 15th   

Public Opinion and the Media II 

 

Gallup, “Public Opinion in a Democracy”  

Lab Report: How much do Americans need to know about politics for it to work?    

______________________________________________________________________________

Week of March 22nd  

Political Participation, Voting, and Elections 

* No Lab This Week – Work on Extended Lab Submission * 

 

Discussion: Are inequities in policy are function of inequities in participation?   

American Government, "Chapter 10: Elections"   

 

*** EXTENDED LAB SUBSMISSION DUE: MONDAY, MARCH 29th at 9:00 a.m. *** 

_____________________________________________________________________________

Week of March 29th   

Interest Groups  

 

Discussion: Is American government rigged to protect vested interests?  

Lab Report: Does political spending represent collective interests in the United States?    

 

American Government, "Chapter 11: Political Parties" 

Jonathan Samples, “Money and Speech,” The Fallacy of Campaign Finance Reform 

https://moodle.colby.edu/pluginfile.php/475048/mod_folder/content/0/Healy%20-%20Whos%20Afraid%20of%20Free%20Speech.pdf?forcedownload=1
https://moodle.colby.edu/pluginfile.php/475048/mod_folder/content/0/Gallup%20-%20Public%20Opinion.pdf?forcedownload=1
https://moodle.colby.edu/pluginfile.php/475048/mod_folder/content/0/Samples%20-%20Money%20and%20Speech.pdf?forcedownload=1
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_____________________________________________________________________________

Week of April 5th    

Political Parties 

 

Discussion: Is there a flaw in the American Constitution that parties can fix?  

Lab Report: How do single-member electoral districts distort represented interests?    

 

American Government, "Chapter 11: Political Parties"    

Bill Bishop, The Big Sort (selection) 

_____________________________________________________________________________

Week of March April 12th   

The Congress 

 

Discussion: Is Congress Relevant Anymore?   

Lab Report: What makes legislatures "effective" lawmaking bodies?   

 

American Government, "Chapter 5: Congress: The First Branch"  

Evan Bayh, “Why I’m Leaving the Senate”   

______________________________________________________________________________

Week of April 19th   

The Presidency 

* No Class on Wednesday, COLBY CLAS * 

 

Discussion: Is the Presidency Imperial?  

Lab Report: Are certain presidents better than others, and, if so, how do we know?   

 

American Government, "Chapter 6: The Presidency"    

Abraham Lincoln, “Letter to Albert Hodges, 4 April, 1864” 

______________________________________________________________________________

Week of April 26th       

The Bureaucracy 

 

Discussion: Is the administrative State compatible with constitutional government?  

Lab Report: Does politics make for a better bureaucracy?   

 

American Government, "Chapter 7: The Executive Branch"   

______________________________________________________________________________

Week of May 3rd  

The Judiciary 

 

Discussion: What is the proper role of a judge?  

Lab Report: Are the courts immune from the recent surge of party polarization?  

 

American Government, "Chapter 8: The Federal Courts"    

Obergefell v. Hodges (2014) – Scalia’s Dissent  

https://moodle.colby.edu/pluginfile.php/475048/mod_folder/content/0/Bishop%20-%20The%20Big%20Sort.pdf?forcedownload=1
https://moodle.colby.edu/pluginfile.php/475048/mod_folder/content/0/Bayh%20-%20Why%20Im%20Leaving%20the%20Senate.pdf?forcedownload=1
https://moodle.colby.edu/pluginfile.php/475048/mod_folder/content/0/Lincoln%20-%20Letter%20to%20Albert%20Hodges%2C%204.4.1864.pdf?forcedownload=1
https://moodle.colby.edu/pluginfile.php/475048/mod_folder/content/0/Obergefell%20v.%20Hodges%20--%20Scalia%20Dissent.pdf?forcedownload=1
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______________________________________________________________________________ 

Week of May 10th  

Inequality and Democracy   

 

Discussion: How much political change can we expect at any one time? How much should we 

want?   

 

Joseph Stiglitz, The Price of Inequality (Ted Talk) 

George Will, "How Income Inequality Benefits Everybody" 

A. Barton Hinkle, "How to Fix the Economy, and Income Inequality" 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

*** EXTENDED LAB SUBSMISSION DUE: FRIDAY, MAY 14th at 9:00 a.m. *** 

*** FINAL EXAMINATION DUE: MAY 21st at 9:00 a.m.  *** 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GYHT4zJsCdo
https://moodle.colby.edu/pluginfile.php/475048/mod_folder/content/0/Will%20-%20How%20Income%20Inequality%20Benefits%20Everybody.pdf?forcedownload=1
https://moodle.colby.edu/pluginfile.php/475048/mod_folder/content/0/Hinkle%20-%20How%20to%20Fix%20Income%20Inequality.pdf?forcedownload=1
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