
 
PS 40:  Introduction to American Politics 

Tuesday and Thursday, 5:00-6:15 
 

https://moodle2.sscnet.ucla.edu/course/view/15F-POLSCI40-1 
 

Professor Lynn Vavreck 
O: 3351 Bunche Hal l  (Thursdays 3:00-4:00PM) 
P: 310-825-4855 
T: @vavreck  
 
Purpose of the Course          
This course is an introduction to American national pol it ical 
inst itut ions , the factors that motivate pol it ical behavior , and the 
constraints that shape these things. The course makes use of a 
number of pol it ical science theories. Topics to be covered include the 
American Constitut ion, civi l  r ights, civi l  l ibert ies, the presidency, 
Congress, pol i t ical part ies, elections, publ ic opinion, the media, 
advert ising, and pol it ical pol l ing. 
 
The course is designed to make you think about the logic of the 
inst itut ions of our government and the consequences – both intended 
and unintended – of these institut ions on the pol it ical behavior of 
cit izens, legislators, and other pol it ical leaders and activists.  We wil l  
focus on how American pol it ical inst itut ions are designed to solve 
coordination and col lective action problems.  And why this means 
change is ult imately slow. 
 
It is important that you attend al l  lectures, as some material for exams 
wil l  be discussed in lecture but not covered in the readings.  You are 
responsible for al l  material in assigned readings and discussed in 
class.  The course also requires you to attend an assigned discussion 
section once a week.  While lecture attendance is not mandatory, 
choosing to miss a discussion section is costly in terms of your grade. 
 
Please visit the course web page regularly for information about the 
course, including the syl labus, paper assignment, contact information, 
and l inks to required readings.   
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Surviving a Class this Large         
This is a big class. Big doesn’t necessari ly mean bad.  I ’ve found that 
a few things work wel l  in a class this size: 
 
1) Use the discussion board cal led “Discussion Forum” on the class 

web page to get answers to your questions.  This is the easiest 
and fastest way to get answers – either from one of the TAs, from 
me, or from another student.  I  know when new posts are made to 
the board and I monitor the discussion careful ly.  I f  someone gives 
out incorrect information, I  wi l l  correct it.  We check the board 
every day by 9 PM and respond to questions at that t ime. 
 

2) You are always welcome to come to my off ice hours i f  you need 
personal advice. I  welcome the chance to meet each of you, but i f  
you have a question about the course, the answer to which could 
benefit others in the class, please post it to the discussion board 
and it wi l l  be answered quickly.   
 

3) Arrive on t ime and don’t leave early.  The sound of 300 notebooks 
closing in two minutes echoes through a hal l  l ike this.  Do everyone 
a favor and plan accordingly. 

 
 
Required Books           
Avai lable at the UCLA Bookstore: 
 
KJ  Samuel Kernel l ,  Gary C. Jacobson, Thad Kousser, and Lynn 
Vavreck.  2015. The Logic of American Pol it ics , 7th Edit ion.  CQ Press.  
 
KS  Samuel Kernel l  and Steven S. Smith, Editors. 2015. Principles and 
Practice of  American Pol it ics:  Classic and Contemporary Readings, 
6th Edit ion.  CQ Press. 
 
SV  John Sides and Lynn Vavreck. 2014. The Gamble: Choice and 
Chance in the 2012 Presidential Election.  Princeton University Press. 
 
 
Course Requirements          
This course wil l  have two in-class midterms, a short practice paper, 
and a f inal paper.  There is no f inal exam in this course just a f inal 
paper.  The weights of grades (with due dates) are distr ibuted as 
fol lows: 
 



  Fall 2015  
   PS 40: Introduction to American Politics  Professor Vavreck 
 
Exam 1  20% (10/22) 
Practice Paper  15% (11/5) 
Exam 2  20% (11/24) 
Part icipation 20%  
Final Paper  25% (12/8) 
 
Discussion Sections          
Each student in this course is required to attend an assigned 
discussion section once a week that meets separately from the 
lectures.  These weekly meetings wil l  be faci l i tated by one of the 
teaching assistants, with whom I work very closely throughout the 
quarter.  The discussion sections wil l  cover material that we have not  
discussed in class. They are not merely sessions for you to attend i f  
you have questions about the lectures or the readings.  Al l  of the 
material and reading for the discussion sections are from a dif ferent 
book than your readings for lectures.  The discussion sections wil l  be 
run as seminars – you are an active part icipant in the hour-long 
discussion. Check the course web page for TA off ice locations and 
off ice hours. You should feel free to speak with any TA during their 
off ice hours about the course and assignments; you need not see only 
your TA. 
 
Blogging & Tweeting!        
The world is changing – and the way news is consumed and produced 
is changing along with technologies that make data easier to col lect, 
store, and analyze. Technology is also making the news easier to 
disseminate widely. Three trends in pol it ical news are taking shape 
r ight now.  More and more reporters rely on Twitter to communicate 
with one another and with news consumers. You should open a 
Twitter account and fol low a few pol it ical reporters.  I  suggest you 
fol low Ezra Klein, David Leonhardt, Vox.com, The Upshot, John 
Dickerson, and Chuck Todd.  I ’d also throw in The New York Times, 
The Washington Post, The Los Angeles Times  – and some of your 
UCLA professors l ike me, Professor Michael Ross and Professor Matt 
Barreto.   
 
I  think you wil l  f ind that it is much easier to consume news using 
Twitter than in any other way – and you need to leave col lege as a 
news consumer, so start bui lding good habits now.   
 
Attendance            
Because the discussion sections are run as small seminars to discuss 
reading material in depth, attendance is mandatory.  You must attend 
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the same discussion section every week, the one in which you are 
enrol led.  Excused absences wil l  be granted by the teaching 
assistants for medical ly documented emergencies or i l lnesses (this 
requires a doctor’s letter) or a note from a UCLA administrator 
explaining your extenuating circumstances.  Absences are unexcused 
for al l  other reasons.  Everyone gets one free unexcused absence.  
After your free unexcused absence, every addit ional unexcused 
discussion section that you miss wil l  lower your f inal letter grade in 
this course by one ful l  grade.  Be sure you can attend your discussion 
section every week; put it  in your calendar now.  To be clear, this 
pol icy means that i f  you have missed one discussion section with no 
excuse and you are earning a B+ in the class and then you miss 
another discussion section with no excuse your f inal grade in this 
course wil l  be lowered to a C+.   
 
The Paper(s)            
Papers wi l l  be handed in to your teaching assistant at the beginning 
of class on the day due.  Due dates are in the syl labus.  In the papers, 
you must write clearly and careful ly.  I  am asking you to make an 
argument.  Polemics wi l l  not substitute wel l  for arguments.  I  
encourage you to think careful ly about your paper, consult your 
teaching assistants, and use the University’s writ ing support programs 
if needed.  The purpose of the papers is to get you used to craft ing 
an argument using data.   
 
Papers should be typed, double-spaced, use 12-point font, and have 
margins of 1” or more.  They should be stapled not paper cl ipped.  
   
Late Work            
Written work should be handed in when it is due to avoid penalt ies.  
You must bring a hard copy of the paper to class.  Please do not 
email your papers to the teaching assistants or me.  Any work handed 
in late receives a penalty of one letter grade for every day it is late 
(start ing immediately after the work is due).  The only acceptable 
excuses for late work are 1) a note from a UCLA administrator, or 2) a 
note from a doctor documenting an i l lness.  Computer crashes are not 
excusable.  Be sure to back your work up on a f lash-drive, the web, 
or an email account.  Do not ask your teaching assistant i f  you may 
hand in written work late – the answer wi l l  always be yes.  You may 
hand in your work late, but you pay a price of one letter grade per day 
on the assignment.   
 
Academic Honesty           
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Al l  of the written work you do in this course is expected to be your 
own.  I  encourage you to discuss matters relat ing to this course with 
other classmates, fr iends, family members, and students, but your 
papers and exam answers must be your own ideas and your own 
words.  I f  you are having trouble completing a paper, contact your 
teaching assistant for help before you resort to the use of someone 
else’s words or ideas without proper attr ibution.  I f  you are unfamil iar 
with the University’s pol icy on academic dishonesty and associated 
penalt ies, see http://www.deanofstudents.ucla.edu.   
 
Lying to a faculty member or teaching assistant about anything 
relat ing to this course constitutes academic dishonesty and requires 
report ing to the Dean and can result in possible suspension or 
dismissal.   
 
Learning Disabilities          
Students with university documented learning disabi l i t ies should 
inform their teaching assistant as soon as possible of their needs.  
This is especial ly important i f  you require more t ime or separate 
rooms for exams.  I f  you suspect you have a learning disabi l i ty and 
have not been tested for one, contact the UCLA Off ice for Students 
with Disabi l i t ies (310) 825-1501.  You cannot tel l  us you have a 
learning disabi l i ty on the day before the exam.  We won’t be able to 
accommodate you on such short notice.   
 
Office Hours            
You can visit me in off ice hours on Thursday’s before class between 
3:00 and 4:00PM.  Your TAs wil l  hold off ice hours at separate t imes in 
locations l isted on the course web site.  Feel free to visit any TA’s 
off ice hours that f i t  with your schedule.   
 
Schedule of the Course          

 
Day Date Topic Reading to be 

Completed 
Book 

WEEK 0     
Thursday 9/24 Introductions, Course 

Information 
None  

Discussion 
Section 

WEEK  
0 

Introductions Earliest political 
memories 

 

WEEK 1     
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Tuesday 9/29 What is Politics?                 
The Prisoners’ Dilemma 

Chapter 1: 
TheLogic of 
American Politics 

KJ 

Thursday 10/1 An American Founding Chapter 2: The 
Constitution 

KJ 

 WEEK 
1 

Public Goods & Tragedy of 
the Commons 

Olson 1-1      
Hardin 1-2 

KS 

     
WEEK 2     
Tuesday 10/6 Hurricane Katrina: Sharing 

Power with the States 
Chapter 3: 
Federalism 

KJ 

Thursday 10/8 NO CLASS   
Discussion 
Section 

WEEK 
2 

Federalism Kettl 3-1 KS 

     
WEEK 3     
Tuesday 10/13 “Southern Man” and      

“Sweet Home Alabama” 
Chapter 4: Civil 
Rights 

KJ 

Thursday 10/15 

 

Parents Music Resource 
Center and Rock out 
Censorship 

Chapter 5:Civil 
Liberties 

KJ 

Discussion 
Section  

WEEK 
3 

Race and Civil Liberties 

Exam Review 

Two court cases, 
4-1; 5-2 

KS 

WEEK 4     
Tuesday 10/20 Public Opinion: Whose 

Voice Matters? 
Chapter 10: 
Public Opinion 

KJ 

Thursday 10/22 EXAM 1   
Discussion 
Section 

WEEK 
4 

Culture War – Can we all 
get along? 

In class review of 
Fiorina 10-3; &/or 
Abramowitz 10-4 

KS 

     
WEEK 5     
Tuesday 10/27 Is America Polarized? 

How to Make an Argument 
PRACTICE PAPERS 
ASSIGNED 

Asher 10-1 KS 

Thursday 10/29 Surveys & Political Polling Zaller 10-2 KS 
Discussion 
Section 

WEEK 
5 

Polling and the link to 
Policy 

Schudeson 11-3 KS 
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WEEK 6     

Tuesday 11/3 Elections and Campaigns 

 

Chapter 11: 
Voting, 
Campaigns, & 
Elections 

The Gamble, CH 
1-2 

KJ 

Thursday 11/5 PRACTICE PAPERS DUE  

Who Runs for Congress 
and Why? 

 

 

TBD 

 

Discussion 
Section 

WEEK 
6 

Signals in Elections  Popkin 11-1  

The Gamble, CH 
3-4 

KS 

     
WEEK 7     
Tuesday 11/10 FINAL PAPER ASSIGNED 

Campaign Advertising 

The Gamble, CH 
5 

KS 

Thursday 11/12 What’s a Party? Chapter 12: 
Political Parties 

KJ 

Discussion 
Section 

WEEK 
7 

PRACTICE PAPERS 
RETURNED     

2012 & 2016 

The Gamble, CH 
6 

 

     
WEEK 8     
Tuesday 11/17 Murphy Brown:  The News 

Media 
Chapter 14: The 
Media 

KJ 

Thursday 11/19 Covering Campaigns/ Exam 
Review 

Sasha Issenberg, 
Guest 

 

Discussion 
Section 

WEEK 
8 

TBD The Gamble, CH. 
7 

 

     
WEEK 9     
Tuesday 11/24 EXAM 2   
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Thursday THANKS-
GIVING 

No Class   

Discussion 
Section 

Week  
9 

No Class   

     
WEEK 10     
Tuesday 12/1 “I’m just a Bill …” Chapter 6: The 

Congress 
KJ 

Thursday 12/3 Presidents as Leaders No Reading  
Discussion 
Section 

Week  
10 

Re-election to Congress                          
Going Public 

Kernell 7-2 KS 

     
  FINAL PAPERS DUE 12/8 

at noon to your TA. 
  

 
 
Inspiration 
 
“. . . this is what you shall do:  love the earth and sun and all animals, despise 
riches, give alms to every one that asks, stand up for the stupid and crazy, devote 
your income and labor to others, hate tyrants, argue not concerning god, have 
patience and indulgence toward the people, take off your hat to nothing known or 
unknown or to any man or number of men, go freely with powerful uneducated 
persons and with the young and with the mothers of families, read these leaves in 
the open air every season of every year of your life, re-examine all you have been 
told at school or church or in any book, dismiss whatever insults your own soul, 
and your very flesh shall be a great poem …” 

      -- Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass 
 
 
 
 

“Do one thing every day that scares you.”    
             -- Eleanor Roosevelt 


