Texas A&M University-Commerce, Department of Political Science

PSCI 212.001 Principles of U.S. and Texas Government

Spring 2008

Location and Time: Rm. SS124 T & R 9:30-10:45

Instructor: Jeremy R. Backstrom

Office:  161 Ferguson Social Sciences Bldg

Phone: (903) 886-5316

E-Mail: jeremy_backstrom@yahoo.com
Office Hours: T & TH: 8am-9am; 11am-12pm; and by appointment.

Course Objectives: 

The purpose of this course is to enhance your understanding of the U.S. and Texas government, specifically the institutions of government, the bureaucracies of government, and the various aspects of public policy that affect our daily lives. 

Assignments: 

I. Government Journal: For this exercise, you will be required to make a journal of your activities throughout one full day and how government impacts your daily life. Specific instructions for this exercise will be provided in a separate handout. Due dates are noted in the Reading section of this syllabus. This exercise is worth 5 points. No late assignments will be accepted.

II. Candidate Issues: This course will take place during an important period in U.S. politics. During the next few months, all of the states throughout the Union will be holding their state primaries and caucuses for the Republican and Democrat parties. For this exercise, I want you to become more aware of the candidates and their stances on issues that will impact our country. You will be required to go online to www.ontheissues.org and analyze a specific candidate and his/her stance on varying pertinent issues. In addition, you must also examine the campaign website of your chosen candidate. You will be required to write a short paper no more than 500 words/2 pages describing your findings of the two websites. Specific instructions for this exercise will be provided in a separate handout. Due dates are noted in the Reading section of this syllabus. This exercise is worth 5 points. No late assignments will be accepted.

III. Bureaucracy Exercise: Although it is overshadowed by the primary branches of government (Executive, Legislative, and Judicial), the numerous bureaucracies of the U.S. government are crucial and significant to the day-to-day operations of the government. For this exercise, you will be assigned a specific agency within the Department of Justice. In order to gain a better understanding the agency, you will be required to go online to the website of the agency and write a short paper no more than 500 words/ 2 pages describing your observations. Specific instructions for this exercise will be provided in a separate handout. Due dates are noted in the Reading section of this syllabus. This exercise is worth 5 points. No late assignments will be accepted.

IV. Examinations: Throughout the semester, you will have two midterm examinations and one final examination. The two midterm examinations will be multiple choice in nature and worth 25 points each. The final examination will be cumulative and multiple choice in nature totaling 35 points. All exams will be based upon the textbook and my lectures. If you miss a midterm examination throughout the semester, you can make it up on the final day of class before finals week. However, this test will be an essay test so it would be beneficial for you to make the examinations on the day they are given. If you need to take a make up exam, it is your responsibility to meet with me concerning the nature of the make up exam. 

Required Text: 

Karen O’Connor, Larry J. Sabato, Stefan D. Haag, and Gary A. Keith. 2008 American Government: Continuity and Change- 2008 Texas Edition. New York, NY: Pearson Education, Inc.

Newspaper Headlines: 


As this is a course in political science, I want you as students to become more cognizant of your government and pay attention to its daily activities. Therefore, I want to you to read the newspaper headlines (Dallas Morning News, New York Times, Washington Post etc.) or watch the news on the television or online (local news or national news such as CNN, MSNBC, FoxNews). During each class, we will devote the first 15 minutes of class to discussions concerning current events involving our government and politics. 

Grading: 

Total points for the course: 100. A: 90-99; B: 80-89; C: 70-79; D: 65-69; F: 64 and below. 

No extra credit work will be allowed. Unless instructed otherwise, I will not accept emailed assignments. Late assignments will be heavily penalized unless there are extenuating circumstances

Attendance Policy: 

As adults, you are expected to attend every class. Attendance is required and roll will be taken at every class. In addition, you are expected to be in the classroom on time. If you continue to have a problem with being on time to the class, you will be listed as absent for the day. Excessive absences or tardiness will count against you in your final grade. If you miss more than three classes, one point from your overall grade will be deducted for each additional absence. Additionally, it is your responsibility to obtain the notes from your fellow students for the class that you missed. 

Furthermore, as a student in this course, you are expected to come into each class having read the required readings and prepared to participate in discussions.
Additional Policies: 

Personal laptops may be used to take notes during the class; however, this is not an invitation to check your email, surf the internet, chat online, or any other activity that would disturb your attention from your classwork. If caught engaging in one of these infractions, I will warn you only once. After this warning, you will not be allowed to bring your laptop to class. 

Cell phones, blackberries, I-pods, or any other electronic communication device must be shut off during class. Like the policy regarding laptops, I will warn you once; after, I will not tolerate any violation of this policy. You will be asked to leave the classroom for that specific day and be listed as absent for the class. 


This is a course on US government and politics and each of us has our own personal thoughts and opinions on the matter. As your instructor, I encourage scholarly debate and discussion in the classroom. However, you must be respectful of your fellow students and their opinions. I will not tolerate any outbursts or demeaning comments to your fellow students regarding their opinions or observations. If this does occur, I will consider it as a disturbance to the learning experience of the classroom and ask you to leave for that day and you will be listed as absent. 

Tentative Reading and Course Outline:

January 15: Introduction to the course.

January 17-29: The Legislative Branch (US and TX) Chapters 7 & 23

January 24:Assignment 1: Government Journal due

January 31-February 12: The Executive Branch (US and TX) Chapters 8 & 24 (only pgs. 857-876)

February 14:  Exam #1
February 19: Review of Exam #1 and Assignment 2: Candidate Issues due

February 21-March 4: The Judicial Branch (US and TX) Chapters 10 & 25

March 6-13: The Bureaucracy (US and TX) Chapters 9 & 24 (only pgs. 876-895)

March 18 & 20: No Class- Spring Break 

March 25: Exam #2

March 27: Review of Exam #2 and Assignment 3: Bureaucracy Exercise due

April 1-8: Social Welfare Policy (US) Chapter 17

April 10-17: Economic Policy (US) Chapter 18

April 22-April 29: Foreign and Defense Policy (US) Chapter 19

May 1: Make up Exams
May 8: Final Exam- SS124: 8 am-10am

Conduct: “All students enrolled at the University shall follow the tenets of common decency and acceptable behavior conducive to a positive learning environment.” (See Student’s Guide Handbook, Policies and Procedures, Conduct) 

Requests from students with disabilities for reasonable accommodation must go through the Academic Support Committee. For more information, please contact the office of Advisement Services, BA 314, (903) 886-5133.

As your instructor, I reserve the right to add, amend, or modify this syllabus as the conditions may dictate. 

