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Carleton University                             Fall 2013 
Department of Political Science 
 
 

PSCI 3210A 
Electoral Politics in the United States 

Monday 8:35 a.m. – 11:25 a.m. 
Location TBA 

 
 
Instructor:  Tyler Attwood 
Office:   B645 Loeb Building 
Office Hours:  11:30 a.m. – 2:30 p.m. Monday  
Phone:  (613) 520-2600 ext. 1598 (no voicemail) 
Email:  tyler.attwood@carleton.ca  
 
 
Course description 

This course offers a comprehensive overview of numerous aspects of U.S. electoral politics, 
including local, state and federal elections, the power and advantage of incumbency, the two-party 
system in historical and current context, campaign financing and the role of money in US elections, 
the function of the media, and the dynamics of voter turnout. There are numerous ways in which 
electoral politics are distinct in the US relative to other liberal democracies: the amount of money 
spent, the length of campaigns, the decisive role of media and polling, the leading role of states in 
administering elections, the Electoral College, the prominent role of social or ‘moral’ issues in 
elections, and a historically-specific interplay of demographic factors, namely race, gender and class. 
Each of these aspects works to produce a variety of negative and positive results, and understanding 
the possibilities for reform figures into the course as well. The purpose of this course, then, is to 
explore these and other facets of electoral politics in the US to cultivate a better understanding of 
general trends and to generate comparative lessons.  

 
Course Texts 

All books are required and are available at Haven Bookstore (Seneca and Sunnyside) 

 L. Sandy Maisel & Mark D. Brewer (eds.), Parties and Elections in America: The Electoral Process, 
6th edition, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2011 

 Larry Sabato (ed.), Barack Obama and the New America: The 2012 Election and the Changing Face of 
Politics, Rowman & Littlefield, 2013  

 Morris P. Fiorina & Samuel Abrams, Disconnect: The Breakdown of Representation in American 
Politics, University of Oklahoma Press, 2011  

 Tova Andre Wang, The Politics of Voter Suppression, Cornell University Press, 2013  
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Evaluation 
 
 Participation 15%: There will be substantial time spent in class discussing the readings and 
current news. To this end, you are required to do all the required reading before class and come 
prepared to engage in an informed discussion of the issues. Participation is not necessarily 
talking a lot in class (this can sometimes lower one’s mark!). Quality of comments, engagement 
with others, evidence of attentiveness and so forth are the indicators I use to assess this mark. 
Attendance is required, but is not formally marked. Attendance without active in-class 
engagement will earn you no more than a C- mark on participation. There is a guide at the end 
of this outline that gives a sense of what is expected. Getting involved in online CULearn 
discussions (posting links, replies, etc.) does count toward participation, though it cannot replace 
in-class involvement completely.  
 
 Co-leading a class discussion 25%: Each student is responsible for co-leading the class 
discussion on a day’s readings. No later than the Friday before, the presenters should post a 
set of discussion questions (at least 2 per chapter) on CULearn so that the whole class 
can read and think about them. No later than Sunday, the discussants should email me 
their answers to their discussion questions. The students responsible for co-leading class 
discussion should begin by presenting a summary of the main ideas of the readings for that day, 
and then provide their analysis and assessment. Finally, the team will reiterate their discussion 
questions and open the floor for participation. The audience should withhold questions and 
comments until after the presenters have offered these questions. The team should keep the 
presentation portion to 20-25 minutes. Working out the division of labour and roles is up to the 
group. Using visual aids like Prezi or PowerPoint is encouraged, but you do not need to provide 
hard copies of the presentation or questions. You will be marked on the comprehensiveness, 
clarity and accuracy of the presentation, as well as adhering to time limits and engaging the 
audience in discussion. Each member of the team will receive the same mark, however I reserve 
the right to assign specific marks in exceptional circumstances (e.g., when it is clear that one 
member has done very little preparation). Your mark for this assignment will be divided into 
10% for the questions and answers and 15% for the in-class presentation. SIGN UP 
PROCEDURE: No more than 3 students per class and no less than 1. Sign up for topics will 
be online only on CULearn. After class on Sept. 9th, I will open a discussion thread for you to 
claim a spot on a first-come, first-served basis. You must reply to this posting. Early claims will 
not be accepted.  
 
 US politics journal 20%: In order to enhance your understanding of the course themes, it 
is very important to keep on top of ongoing events in US politics. A major means of facilitating 
this will be a news journal. This will involve keeping an eye on the news over the duration of the 
course. You are required to produce at least one journal entry per week based on your news 
monitoring. The news stories should deal with electoral politics (i.e., parties and elections), or if 
they do not explicitly, then you should make the link on your own. Suitable source material 
includes credible newspaper, magazine, and online organizations. You may also use material 
from parties, government, and advocacy groups. Academic journals/books are not really useful 
for this assignment due to the time lag in publication. Each journal entry should be around 350-
500 words, but there are no strict maximums (doing less than this, however, will be penalized). 
Use the entries not only to explain the stories, but also to contribute your own thoughts and 
interpretations, drawing on relevant aspects of the course themes and readings. Please submit 
your journal entries by email, using the procedure detailed below. Your first entry should 
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be sent to me no later than Sept. 15th. Going forward your weekly entry/entries should be 
emailed to me no later than Sunday before class on Monday. You will have a total of at least 10 
journal entries by the end of the term (2% each week). The items you find are eligible for 
inclusion in the take-home final exam so you should treat this assignment as a way to get started 
early on your outside research!  
 
 Take-home final exam 40%:  This take-home exam is due no later than 11:59 pm on 
Tuesday, December 17th. The exam should be emailed to me, following the procedure noted 
below. The exam will be comprehensive, covering all course material. While class material must 
be used, you are expected to do some additional outside research for your answers. The 
rough ratio I expect is 1/3rd outside sources, with some flexibility (although you shouldn’t use 
80% outside research in your answers!). In this sense, the take-home is a hybrid of an exam on 
course material and a short research paper. The format of the exam will be essay questions 
designed to produce answers that synthesize key course themes. The exam questions will be 
posted on CULearn by Monday, December 9th. Further details will be provided in class.   

 
 
Details regarding Term Work and Final Exam 
 
ALL assignments must be completed in order to pass the course. This includes the journal, leading a 
discussion (including submitting questions) and the final exam.  
 
Assignments are to be submitted in hard copy in class or by email as attachments. Please use the 
email address tattwood@connect.carleton.ca, put “PSCI3210” in the subject line, and attach your 
file as a Word or PDF file. You can email assignments to me even if they are late.  
 
Assignments are due at the beginning of class. Assignments submitted late will be penalized 5 
points per day late, to a maximum of 10 days, after which the assignment will receive a 
grade of zero. Weekends are included in the calculation of late penalties.  
 
You must provide appropriate documentation for requests of an extension on medical grounds. See 
“Academic Accommodations” below for additional exceptions.  
 
 
Course Topics and Reading Schedule  
 
9 Sept - Introduction 

 

• Discussion of course structure & assignments 
 
16 Sept - History & Overview of Parties & Elections  

 

• Maisel, Chaps. 1-2 
• Sabato Chap. 1, 2  

 
23 Sept & 30 Sept – Voting, Groups, and Money  

 

• Maisel, Chaps. 3-5 
• Sabato Chaps. 3, 7, 5    
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7 Oct – State & Local Elections 

 

• Maisel, Chaps. 6-7 
• Sabato Chaps. 8, 9  

 
21 Oct – Presidential Elections  

 

• Maisel, Chaps. 8-9 
• Sabato Chap. 4 

 
4 Nov – Media & Party in Government  

 

• Maisel, Chaps. 10-11 
• Sabato Chap. 6, 10, 11  

 
11 Nov – Looking Ahead  
 

• Maisel Chap. 12  
• Sabato Chaps. 12, 13  

 
18 Nov & 25 Nov – Electoral Disconnection: Polarization and a Breakdown of Representation  

• Fiorina & Abrams (read and discuss over 2 weeks - roughly Chaps 1-4 for 18 Nov, Chaps 5-
Epilogue for 25 Nov)  

 
2 Dec & 9 Dec – Voter Suppression  

 

• Wang (read and discuss over 2 weeks - roughly Chaps 1-5 for 2 Dec, Chaps 6-9 for 9 Dec)  
 
 
 
Academic Accommodations 

The Paul Menton Centre for Students with Disabilities (PMC) provides services to students with 
Learning Disabilities (LD), psychiatric/mental health disabilities, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder (ADHD), Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD), chronic medical conditions, and 
impairments in mobility, hearing, and vision. If you have a disability requiring academic 
accommodations in this course, please contact PMC at 613-520-6608 or pmc@carleton.ca for a 
formal evaluation. If you are already registered with the PMC, contact your PMC coordinator to 
send me your Letter of Accommodation at the beginning of the term, and no later than two 
weeks before the first in-class scheduled test or exam requiring accommodation (if applicable). 
After requesting accommodation from PMC, meet with me to ensure accommodation 
arrangements are made. Please consult the PMC website for the deadline to request 
accommodations for the formally-scheduled exam (if applicable).  

For Religious Observance: Students requesting accommodation for religious observances 
should apply in writing to their instructor for alternate dates and/or means of satisfying academic 
requirements. Such requests should be made during the first two weeks of class, or as soon as 
possible after the need for accommodation is known to exist, but no later than two weeks before 
the compulsory academic event. Accommodation is to be worked out directly and on an 
individual basis between the student and the instructor(s) involved. Instructors will make 
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accommodations in a way that avoids academic disadvantage to the student. Instructors and 
students may contact an Equity Services Advisor for assistance (www.carleton.ca/equity). 
 
For Pregnancy: Pregnant students requiring academic accommodations are encouraged to 
contact an Equity Advisor in Equity Services to complete a letter of accommodation. Then, 
make an appointment to discuss your needs with the instructor at least two weeks prior to the 
first academic event in which it is anticipated the accommodation will be required. 
 
Plagiarism: The University Senate defines plagiarism as “presenting, whether intentional or not, 
the ideas, expression of ideas or work of others as one’s own.”  This can include:   
 
• reproducing or paraphrasing portions of someone else’s published or unpublished material, 

regardless of the source, and presenting these as one’s own without proper citation or 
reference to the original source; 

• submitting a take-home examination, essay, laboratory report or other assignment written, in 
whole or in part, by someone else; 

• using ideas or direct, verbatim quotations, or paraphrased material, concepts, or ideas without 
appropriate acknowledgment in any academic assignment; 

• using another’s data or research findings; 
• failing to acknowledge sources through the use of proper citations when using another’s works 

and/or failing to use quotation marks; 
• handing in "substantially the same piece of work for academic credit more than once without 

prior written permission of the course instructor in which the submission occurs. 
 

Plagiarism is a serious offence which cannot be resolved directly with the course’s instructor.  
The Associate Deans of the Faculty conduct a rigorous investigation, including an interview with 
the student, when an instructor suspects a piece of work has been plagiarized.  Penalties are 
not trivial. They include a mark of zero for the plagiarized work or a final grade of "F" for the 
course.  
 
Oral Examination: At the discretion of the instructor, students may be required to pass a brief 
oral examination on research papers and essays. 
 
Submission and Return of Term Work: Papers must be handed directly to the instructor and 
will not be date-stamped in the departmental office. Late assignments may be submitted to the 
drop box in the corridor outside B640 Loeb. Assignments will be retrieved every business day at 
4 p.m., stamped with that day's date, and then distributed to the instructor.  For essays not 
returned in class please attach a stamped, self-addressed envelope if you wish to have your 
assignment returned by mail.  Please note that assignments sent via fax or email will not be 
accepted. Final exams are intended solely for the purpose of evaluation and will not be 
returned. 
 
Grading: Assignments and exams will be graded with a percentage grade. To convert this to a 
letter grade or to the university 12-point system, please refer to the following table. 
 
Percentage Letter grade 12-point scale Percentage Letter grade 12-point scale 
90-100 A+ 12 67-69 C+ 6 
85-89 A 11 63-66 C 5 
80-84 A- 10 60-62 C- 4 
77-79 B+ 9 57-59 D+ 3 
73-76 B 8 53-56 D 2 
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70-72 B- 7 50-52 D- 1 
 
Grades:  Final grades are derived from the completion of course assignments.  Failure to write 
the final exam will result in the grade ABS.  Deferred final exams are available ONLY if the 
student is in good standing in the course. 
 
Approval of final grades: Standing in a course is determined by the course instructor subject 
to the approval of the Faculty Dean. This means that grades submitted by an instructor may be 
subject to revision. No grades are final until they have been approved by the Dean. 
 
Carleton E-mail Accounts: All email communication to students from the Department of 
Political Science will be via official Carleton university e-mail accounts and/or cuLearn.  As 
important course and University information is distributed this way, it is the student’s 
responsibility to monitor their Carleton and cuLearn accounts.  
 
Carleton Political Science Society: The Carleton Political Science Society (CPSS) has made 
its mission to provide a social environment for politically inclined students and faculty. Holding 
social events, debates, and panel discussions, CPSS aims to involve all political science 
students at Carleton University. Our mandate is to arrange social and academic activities in 
order to instill a sense of belonging within the Department and the larger University community. 
Members can benefit through numerous opportunities which will complement both academic 
and social life at Carleton University. To find out more, visit 
http://facebook.com/CarletonPoliticalScienceSociety or come to our office in Loeb D688. 
 
Official Course Outline: The course outline posted to the Political Science website is the 
official course outline.  
 

 
PARTICIPATION GRADE GUIDE 

 
 
 

Grade Attendance Discussion Reading 
 

13-15 
 

Always 
 

Excellent:  leads discussions;  
offers analysis and 

comments;  always has ideas 
on theme of reading;  takes 
care not to dominate;  asks 

questions 
 

 
Clearly has done and prepared 

questions on nearly all readings;  
intelligently uses this 

understanding and these 
questions in discussion 

 
10-12 

 
Almost always 

 
Very Good:  thoughtful 

comments and questions for 
the most part;  willing, able 
and frequent contributor 

 

 
Has done most readings;  

provides competent analysis of 
reading when prompted by 

others 

 
6-9 

 
Frequent 

 
Good:  has basic grasp of key 

concepts and occasional 

 
Displays familiarity with most 

readings, but tends not to 

http://facebook.com/CarletonPoliticalScienceSociety
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ideas on the main theme of 
the reading; arguments are 

sporadic and at times 
incomplete or poorly 

supported;  unwilling to ask 
questions 

 

analyze them or to relate them 
to the course material 

 
3-5 

 
Occasional 

 
Somewhat Poor:  remarks in 

class marred by poor 
understandings of key 

concepts;  seldom 
contributes effectively to 
discussion of the main 

theme;  often digresses in 
unhelpful ways;  sporadic 

 

 
Actual knowledge of material is 

outweighed by improvised 
comments and remarks 

 
0-2 

 
Rare 

 
Poor:  rarely speaks;  parrots 
text or comments of others 

 

 
Little or no apparent familiarity 

with assigned material 
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