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PSCI 264: American Government and Politics 
Fall 2016 

EV2 2002, Tuesday/Thursday 1:00-2:20 

Instructor:  Prof. Gerry Boychuk 

Email Address:  gboychuk@uwaterloo.ca 

Office Location:  Hagey Hall 316 

Office Hours:  Thursday, 9:30-11:00 
   or by appointment 
 

Course Description:  
 
Starting with the Iowa caucuses on February 1st, American citizens began the process of choosing the 
next American President.  The course poses two fundamental questions.  First, what does the American 
electoral system itself tell us about the broader American political system?  Secondly, what does the 
unfolding of this particular presidential electoral contest tell us about the broader American political 
system and the major forces that shape it? 
 
In regard to the first focus of the course, the selection of the American president is marked by a number 
of peculiarities – terms limits and fixed election dates, an ‘invisible’ campaign which begins virtually 
years before the vote, a state-by-state nomination process lasting more than four months with virtually 
each state having its own rules, conventions in which party insiders play a crucial role and the electoral 
college system of counting votes (essentially a ‘first-past-the-post’ system on a state-by-state basis).   Is 
this byzantine system ingenious or simply ridiculous?  Is it democratic?  What does it tell us about the 
American political system more broadly?  
 
In regard to the second focus of the course, the course will consider the degree to which the 2016 
presidential electoral contest was shaped by various forces including the influence of money (campaign 
finance), organized interests, the media and public opinion. 

 
Pre-Requisites:  level at least 1B 

 
Course Objectives:  
 
By the end of this course, students should:  

 demonstrate a basic understanding of the institutional context in which American 
presidential nomination and electoral processes take place; 

 demonstrate a command of the American presidential election process; 
 demonstrate knowledge of the various current debates regarding the strengths and 

weaknesses of the American presidential election process as well as proposals for 
reform; 

 understand the formal debate structure and be able to effectively participate and 
contribute to a team within that structure. 

mailto:gboychuk@uwaterloo.ca
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Texts:  
 

Morone, James A. and Rogan Kersh.  By the People: Debating American Government, Brief 

Second Edition.  Toronto: Oxford University Press, 2016. [required] 

 

Ménard, Marc. Political Argument: A Guide to Research, Writing and Debating.  Toronto: 

Oxford University Press, 2016. [Required.  Students will be expected to read relevant portions of 

this book as required for debate preparation.] 

 

Access to the New York Times is required for the course.  (Full digital access is currently 

available for students at the student rate of $1.25 per week.)  News articles from the New York 

Times will regularly be assigned (on an ongoing basis) as required (and examinable) reading 

material for the course. 

 

Texts are available for purchase at the University of Waterloo bookstore.  

Texts are on 3-hour reserve at the Dana Porter Library. 

 

 
Course Requirements, Expectations, and Standards:  
 

Overview: 

Component 

Type 

Assignment Due Date Weight  

Written 

Assignments 

Debate Position Paper prior to tutorial on the assigned 

debate date, online (Learn) 

20% 

Debate Overview Paper  Monday, December 5th, 11:59 

pm, online (Learn) 

20% 

Seminar 

Participation 

Debate Participation on assigned debate date 5% 

Debate Attendance 4 debate dates (not including 

the student’s own assigned 

debate) 

5% 

Examination Midterm Exam Tuesday, Oct.18, in-class 20% 

Final Exam TBA by Registrar’s Office 

(exam schedule released 

Oct.19) 

30% 

 

Written Assignments:  
 
On seven dates throughout the term, the 80 minute class will be split into two 40 minute segments 
(with half the class assigned to each) for a in-class debate.  Each debate will involve two teams of 
three students with the remaining students who are assigned to that segment of the class time 
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comprising the audience.  Guidelines for the debate format will be posted on Learn.  Students will 
be assigned to their debate topic/team on September 28th. 
 
 
Citations and Plagiarism 
 
All written assignments must provide a full list of sources used and avoid plagiarism 
(misrepresenting another author’s work as your own) or other violations of academic integrity.  All 
sources from which ideas or text are drawn must be fully cited.  All text (even phrases) drawn from 
other written work must either be paraphrased (and cited) or, if replicated word-for-word, put in 
quotation marks and cited.   Students having any questions regarding appropriate documentation 
of sources are encouraged to consult with The Writing Centre. 
 
Any widely-recognized citation system that is correctly and consistently used is acceptable.  The 
preferred citation style is the Chicago author-date style which uses author-date citations in the text 
and a bibliography at the end.   (See https://library.osu.edu/find/resources/citation-
examples/chicago-author-date/).   In this style, footnotes or endnotes are used only for explanatory 
digressions or notes of clarification. 
 
 
The Writing Centre 
 
The Writing Centre helps students clarify their ideas, develop their voices, and communicate in the 
style appropriate to their disciplines.  Writing Centre staff offer one-on-one support in planning 
assignments, using and documenting research, organizing papers and reports, designing 
presentations, and revising for clarity and coherence.  
 
Students can make multiple appointments throughout the term, or drop in at the Library for quick 
questions or feedback. To book a 50-minute appointment and to see drop-in hours, visit Writing 
Centre www.uwaterloo.ca/writing-centre.  Group appointments for team-based projects, 
presentations, and papers are also available. 
 
Please note that communication specialists guide you to see your work as readers would. They can 
teach you revising skills and strategies, but will not change or correct your work for you. Please 
bring hard copies of your assignment instructions and any notes or drafts to your appointment. 
 
 

Debate Position Papers (20%) 

 
Each student assigned to and participating in the debate on a given class date will submit a short 
(2000 word max) debate position paper adopting the position in the debate to which the student 
(and their team) has been assigned for the debate.  A written grading template will be posted on 
Learn in advance of the first paper due date.  
 
There are NO restrictions on team work or multiple submission for the debate position papers.  While 
students are allowed to submit individual papers, they are encouraged to submit team papers 
(although each member of the team must submit an identical copy of the paper on Learn for marking 
purposes.) 
 

http://www.uwaterloo.ca/writing-centre
http://www.uwaterloo.ca/writing-centre
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Papers are due on Learn before the start of the tutorial to which the student is assigned for debate.  
There are no late provisions for debate position papers.  Position papers submitted after the debate 
has taken place will be awarded a grade of 0%. 
 
 
Debate Overview Papers (20%) 
 
Students will be expected to write a short debate overview paper (2000 word max) on a debate (in 
which they are not participating) of their choice outlining which side of the debate as presented in 
class the student found most compelling. The paper is expected to demonstrate a good understanding 
of the assigned reading material for that debate, summarize the central points in the written 
submissions by each team, and provide an overview of the main themes discussed in the oral segment 
of the debate.  A written grading template will be posted on Learn prior to the first debate. 
 

Attendance at the tutorial debates is required to complete this assignment (i.e. providing 
an overview of the date).   Students unable to attend a debate will be required to complete 
the assignment on another seminar debate.   Papers submitted by students who did not 
attend the debate on that topic will not be graded and will receive a grade of zero. 
 

All assignments are due on Learn by 11:59 pm on Monday, December 5th.  All late assignments 
will be penalized 5% per day (including weekends). 
 
 
Debate Participation (5%) 
 
Debate participation grades will be assessed only for students participating in their assigned debate.  
The grade will be roughly equally divided between making oral contributions in the debate (roughly 
equally split between their presentation in the formal debate structure and participation in the open 
Q&A/response segment of the debate) and the quality of those contributions (especially with regard 
to demonstrating that the student has done the required preparatory work.)  
 
These grades will not be waived for absence except with appropriate medical/emergency 
documentation including notification of the instructor in advance of the assigned tutorial debate date. 
 
 
Debate Attendance (5%) 
 
Students are expected to attend at least four of the debates not including their own assigned debate.  
Students will be assigned debate attendance grades for these four ‘audience’ dates. 
 
These grades will not be waived for absence except with appropriate medical/emergency 
documentation for all missed dates.  No grade will be waived for a documented absence which is 
followed in the term by any other debate which the student chooses not to attend (except if the 
absence latter is also fully officially documented.) 
 
 
Extension Policy for Assignments  
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All requests for assignment extensions must be completed in writing (e.g. email) and be received 
before the due date.  Extensions will only be granted in the event of an officially documented 
extenuating circumstance (that is, serious personal illness, critical personal or family crisis, etc.).  If 
a situation arises that may prevent you from completing an assignment on time, contact the 
instructor as early as possible and, without exception, before the assignment is due.  
 
There are no extension provision for the debate position paper or participating in the debates.  
Officially documented extenuating circumstances that result in a students inability to complete the 
debate position paper or participating in their assigned debate will result in the final exam being re-
weighted appropriately. 
 
Please note that midterms (even where the failure to write is officially documented) will not be 
deferred.  Instead, the final exam will be re-weighted appropriately. 
 
The UW Verification of Illness Form can be found at: Health Services 
www.healthservices.uwaterloo.ca/Health_Services/verification.html. 

 
 
Tests & Examinations:  
 
Midterm (20%)  In-class, Tuesday, Oct. 18th. 
 
Covers materials from Sept. 8th to Oct. 13th.  All lectures, assigned text chapters, other assigned 
readings, and multimedia (assigned and/or viewed in class) constitute examinable material. 
 
Final Exam. (30%)  Date TBD by UW Registrar’s Office in final exam period to be released on 
Wednesday, October 19th.  
 
Covers all course material but focuses more heavily on  material from Oct. 20th to Dec. 1st.  All 
lectures, assigned readings, and multimedia (assigned and/or viewed in class) constitute examinable 
material. 
 
Please note: As per UW policy, student travel plans are not an acceptable reason for being 
granted an alternative examination time. 
  

http://www.healthservices.uwaterloo.ca/Health_Services/verification.html
http://www.healthservices.uwaterloo.ca/Health_Services/verification.html
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DEBATE TOPICS: 
 
The following debate topics and readings are tentative and will be finalized on September 28th 

when students are assigned to their debate/position/team.  All readings will be available on 

LEARN. 

 

Debate 1 (Oct. 25):   Presidential Term Limits 

 

Reading:  Ibbotson, John.  “Now Would be an Ideal Time for Obama to 
Serve a Third Term” Globe and Mail.  17 August 2016. 

 
Proposition: The 22nd Amendment (presidential term limits) should be 

repealed. 
 
 
Debate 2: (Oct. 27)  The Primaries – The State-by State Sequential Primary 

System 
 

Reading:  Rob Ritchie.  “The Case for a One-Person, One-Vote National 
Primary.” In These Times. 2 June 2016. 

 
Proposition: The US should adopt a national (versus state-by-state) one-day 

(versus staggered) primary election for selecting the 
presidential nominees of each party. 

 
 
Debate 3: (Nov. 3) Political Parties – Should Party “Insiders” Determine the Party’s 

Presidential Nominee? 

Reading: Nate Cohn and Toni Monkovic. “Superdelegates Sink Bernie Sanders...Will He 

Sink Them?” New York Times, 7 June 2016. 

 
Proposition: ‘Superdelegates’ should be abolished from the presidential 

nomination system. 
 
 
Debate 4: (Nov. 8) The Electoral College  
 
Reading: Drew, Elizabeth. “Understanding America’s Electoral College,” 

Project Syndicate, 8 August 2016. 
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Proposition: The first-past-the-post state-by-state system of vote counting 

(represented by the Electoral College) should be replaced with 

a single, national, plurality-based vote tally. 

 

Debate 5: (Nov. 15) Political Participation – Is Increasing Voter Turnout Necessarily a Good 

Thing? 

Reading: Zakaria, Fareed.  “What in the World? Compulsory Voting.” CNN Transcripts, 

7 August 2016. 

 

 Hill, Lisa, “How Unusual is Compulsory Voting?” The Conversation – Fact Check.  18 

July 2016. 

 

Proposition: The US should adopt compulsory voting. 

 

Debate 6: (Nov. 22) Campaign Finance —How Much Does Money Matter...and 
What to Do about It?  

 
Reading : Blumenthal, Paul.  “On Campaign Finance, Republicans and 

Democrats Could Not Be Further Apart.”  Huffington Post.  19 
July 2016. 

 
Proposition: Existing federal government limits on campaign contributions 

and restrictions on third-party election spending should be 
loosened or repealed. 

 
 
Debate 7: (Nov. 29) The Media -- Does the Media Shape the Outcomes of Presidential 

Elections...and What to Do about It? 

 
Reading : Shepard, Alicia, “Election 2016 and the Fairness Doctrine,” 

Daily Record, 7 Aug 2016. 

Proposition: The Fairness Doctrine should be reinstated. 

 

  



Page 8 of 11 
 

LECTURE SCHEDULE: 
 
Sept. 8  Introduction 
 
Reading:  Morone and Kersh, pp. 251-255 and 260-266 (Chpt. 8: Campaigns and 

Elections) 
 
 
Sept. 13  American Elections – A Primer on the Presidential 

Nomination/Electoral Process 
 
Reading: Morone and Kersh, pp. 57-83 (Chpt. 2: The Constitution) 
 
 
Sept. 15  American Elections – The Electoral College and Presidential Primaries 
 
 

THE INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT 
 
Sept. 20   The Presidency: What is at Stake? 
 

Reading:  Morone and Kersh, pp. 358-397 (Chpt. 11: The Presidency) 
 
 
Sept. 22 Congress: Checking the President 
 
Reading: Morone and Kersh, pp. 324-357 (Chpt. 10: Congress)  
 
Sept. 27 Other Institutional Constraints – The Supreme Court 
 
Reading: Morone and Kersh, pp. 430-467 (Chpt. 13: The Judicial Branch) 
 
 
Sept. 29 Other Institutional Constraints – Federalism  
 
Reading: Morone and Kersh, pp. 84-111 (Chpt. 3: Federalism and Nationalism) 
 
 
Oct. 4  Political Parties 
 
Reading:  Morone and Kersh, pp.299-323 (from Chpt. 9 Interest Groups and Political 

Parties) 
 
 
Oct. 6  The Media 
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Reading:   Morone and Kersh, pp. 226-249 (Chpt. 7: The Media) 
 

Oct. 13  Public Opinion Polling 
 
Reading:   Morone and Kersh, pp. 197-201 (Chpt. 6 Public Opinion and Political 

Participation) 
 
 
Oct. 18 MIDTERM 
 
 
DETERMINING THE ELECTION OUTCOMES 
 
Oct.20  Organized Interests and Interest Groups 
 
Reading:   Morone and Kersh, pp. 282-298 and p. 319-323 (Chpt. 9 Interest Groups and 

Political Parties) 
 
 

Oct. 25  DEBATE 1 
 
 
Oct. 27  DEBATE 2 
 
 
Nov. 1   Campaign Finance 
 
Reading:   Morone and Kersh, pp. 255-60 (from Chpt. 8 Campaigns and Elections) 
 
 
Nov. 3   DEBATE 3 
 
 
Nov. 8  DEBATE 4 (Election Day) 
 
 
Nov. 10  What Happened?  An Overview of the Elections Results 
 
 
Nov. 15  Political Participation 
 
Reading:   Morone and Kersh, pp. 205-225 (Chpt. 6 Public Opinion and Political 

Participation) 
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Nov. 17 DEBATE 5 
 

 

Nov. 22  DEBATE 6 

 

 

Nov. 24 Public Opinion and Political Support 
 
Reading:   Morone and Kersh, pp. 188-201 (Chpt. 6 Public Opinion and Political 

Participation) 
 
 
Nov. 29 DEBATE 7 
 
 
Dec. 1 Overview, Conclusion, and Exam Review 
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University Regulations: 

 

Academic Integrity 
Academic Integrity: In order to maintain a culture of academic integrity, members of the 

University of Waterloo are expected to promote honesty, trust, fairness, respect and 

responsibility. See the UWaterloo Academic Integrity webpage and the Arts Academic Integrity 

webpage for more information.  

Discipline: A student is expected to know what constitutes academic integrity, to avoid 

committing academic offences, and to take responsibility for his/her actions. A student who is 

unsure whether an action constitutes an offence, or who needs help in learning how to avoid 

offences (e.g., plagiarism, cheating) or about “rules” for group work/collaboration should seek 

guidance from the course professor, academic advisor, or the Undergraduate Associate Dean. 

When misconduct has been found to have occurred, disciplinary penalties will be imposed under 

Policy 71 – Student Discipline. For information on categories of offenses and types of penalties, 

students should refer to Policy 71 - Student Discipline. For typical penalties check Guidelines for 

the Assessment of Penalties. 

Grievance: A student who believes that a decision affecting some aspect of his/her university life 

has been unfair or unreasonable may have grounds for initiating a grievance. Read Policy 70 - 

Student Petitions and Grievances, Section 4. When in doubt, please be certain to contact the 

department’s administrative assistant who will provide further assistance. 

Appeals: A decision made or penalty imposed under Policy 70 - Student Petitions and Grievances 

(other than a petition) or Policy 71 - Student Discipline may be appealed if there is a ground. A 

student who believes he/she has a ground for an appeal should refer to Policy 72 - Student 

Appeals. 

Turnitin.com:  Text matching software (Turnitin®) will be used to screen assignments in this 

course. This is being done to verify that use of all material and sources in assignments is 

documented.  If a student does not want to have their assignment screened by Turnitin®, they 

can simply indicate this to the instructor in writing (email) no less than one full week in advance 

of the deadline for the written assignment.  Once submitted, the student may be required to 

discuss the written assignment orally with the instructor upon the instructors request. 

Accommodation for Students with Disabilities 
Note for students with disabilities: The AccessAbility Services office, located on the first floor of 

the Needles Hall extension (1401), collaborates with all academic departments to arrange 

appropriate accommodations for students with disabilities without compromising the academic 

integrity of the curriculum. If you require academic accommodations to lessen the impact of your 

disability, please register with the AS office at the beginning of each academic term. 

 

https://uwaterloo.ca/academic-integrity/
https://uwaterloo.ca/arts/undergraduate/student-support/academic-standing/ethical-behaviour
https://uwaterloo.ca/arts/undergraduate/student-support/academic-standing/ethical-behaviour
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/policy-71
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/guidelines/guidelines-assessment-penalties
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/guidelines/guidelines-assessment-penalties
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/policy-70
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/policy-70
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/policy-72
https://uwaterloo.ca/secretariat-general-counsel/policies-procedures-guidelines/policy-72
https://uwaterloo.ca/disability-services/

