Media and Public Opinion

BLHS 220-01  Spring 2010
Dr. Veronica Donahue DiConti

Vdd2@georgetown.edu  


3307 M Street, NW  
Suite 202

Washington, DC 20057

Office Hours:  Tuesdays, 5-6:00PM & by appointment or directly after each class meeting.
Course Schedule:  This class has 4 face to face seminar style meetings from 6:00-7:00PM on Tuesdays, January 19, February 16, March 16, and April 13.  The room and building location are to be announced.
Required Texts:   
Huff, D. (1954). How to Lie with Statistics. (Illus I. Geis). Norton, New York.
Erickson, R. & Tedin, K. (2007). American Public Opinion: Its Origins, Content, and Impact.  (Updated, 7th Edition). 
Wilcox, C. & Norrander, B. (2010).  Understanding Public Opinion.  (Third Edition).  CQ, Washington.

Recommended:
Shiraev, E. & Sobel, R. (2006). People and Their Opinions. Pearson, New York. 

Assigned Articles:

All articles will be available on Blackboard.  Additional Articles will be assigned throughout the duration of the course.  
Zaller: A Model of Communication Effects at the Outbreak of the Gulf War (pp. 296-311).
Uhlaner and Garcia: Latino Public Opinion (pp.77-104).
Kinder and Winter: Exploring the Racial Divide: Blacks, Whites, and Opinion on National Policy (pp. 439-453).
Charles Tilly (1983) “Speaking your mind without elections, surveys, or social movements” Public Opinion Quarterly 47:465.
Kaufmann, Petrocik, and Shaw: Unconventional Wisdom, Chapter 2  “ Why Americans Hate to Love their Parties, But They Do!”  
Gilens, Martin. 1996 . Race and Poverty in America, Public Opinion Quarterly Volume 60:515-541
William Mishler and Reginald S. Sheehan, The Supreme Court as a Countermajoritarian Institution? The Impact of Public Opinion on Supreme Court Decisions.
Mark Tushnet, “The Supreme Court and the National Political Order: Collaboration and Confrontation,” in Ronald Kahn and Ken Kersch, eds., The Supreme Court and American Political Development.
Course Summary:  In this class students will work to gain proficiency with the rhetoric of public opinion polling commonly encountered in the media but rarely understood by the common viewer.  This course concentrates on contemporary concepts of public opinion, theories about public opinion formation, and ways of measuring public opinion, with special reference to political topics and issues. We will answer the questions: What is public opinion? And what moves public opinion? 
At the end of the course, students will further develop two essential skills:

·  Critical reading skills through engaging with a variety of scholarly work and evaluating the main arguments, evidence, and assumptions of authors.

·  Critical writing skills through writing-intensive course work, including weekly discussion boards, quizzes, and take-home exams that engage with the readings, screenings, and class discussions.

Course Modules:  Topics addressed in the course include, but are not limited to the following:

Introduction:  Numbers Speak in Everyday Life
(1)  Introduction to Public Opinion Polling

(2)  Sampling Issues

(3)  Questionnaire Issues
(4)  Interpreting the Polls 
Values and Public Opinion: What Americans Believe 
(1) Socialization and the Political Process
(2) The Impact of Public Opinion on policy and issues:  
a. Crime and Law Enforcement

b. War

c. Healthcare

d. Gun Control

Media and Exploitation(?)
(1) Theories of Manipulation

(2) Short Term Effects in the Electoral and Policy Processes

(3) Bias News and Negativity

(4) The Media Impact on the Reasoning Citizen

Ethics and Polling
(1) Issues of Cultural Identity:  Ethnicity, Race, and Religion

(2) Theories of Differences:  An Informed Electorate?  

(3) What Not to Ask…

(4) When not to ask
Public Opinion and the Political Order

(1) The Nature and Development of Public Opinion,
(2) Political Participation and Voting Behavior in American Elections

(3) The Influence of the Media and Other Political Elites on American Public Opinion.
(4)  The Supreme Court and American Politics, Bush v. Gore (2000)
Requirements:
This course is organized in a non-traditional way: The course includes four in-person meetings, but the bulk of the class work will be done independently online.  That means that much of your learning will rely on materials from the Web site and readings, from your interactions with me and your fellow students, and from your assignments.  It is true that this course is more flexible than a traditional class.  You can log on at any hour of the day or night to complete your assignments and participate in discussion.  But that flexibility means that you will need better study discipline and organization than in a traditional class.  Do not allow yourself to fall behind. 

The online portion of this course is organized by weeks.  This is not a self-paced course; you are expected to complete assignments by set deadlines.  This approach allows the class, as a group, to work through material together and will help prevent you from falling behind.

The class week starts on Monday and concludes on Sunday.  Each week, you will be asked to read portions of your text book or other materials and to visit relevant Web sites.
The four class meetings are held on Tuesday evenings.  Students are required to attend all four classes.  Any student missing more than 1 class will automatically receive an F in the course.  
Over the course of the semester, students will also be required to review two feature presentation: 1984 (1984, director: M. Radford, roles: Richard Burton, John Hurt) and second feature to be determined.   Both of the feature presentations will allow students to gage and build interpretive skills.

Online discussion:
Each week also includes an online discussion question related to the current week's topic.  You are expected to make one posting by midnight Wednesday.  Then you should read your classmates' postings, and make follow-up postings by noon Saturday.  The Discussion Board provides details.

Your week's discussion grade will take into account both whether you meet the deadlines for discussion postings and the substantiveness of your postings. 
When responding to someone else's posting a substantial posting is one that says more than "Me too" or "I disagree."  A substantial response will explain why you agree or disagree and will provide evidence or examples to support your position.

Written assignments are due each week as well.  In general, these are due by midnight Sunday.  The Assignments section of Blackboard contains the details.  In general, these are 2-3 page papers that are grounded in the reading and class materials provided on line each week at the Blackboard site.  
The exams will be comprised of short answer and short essay questions and will cover all readings and lectures. 

The Grade Structure for the course is as follows:

On-Line Discussion Papers:

30%
Mid-term Examination: 

20%   
Discussion Board Participation: 
25% 

Final Examination:


25%  

Grading Policy:  
A 
94 – 100%



    
A - 
90 – 93%



   
B+
87 – 89%



  
B 
83 – 86%

B-
80 – 82%

C    
70 – 79%
D
60 - 69%
F
0 – 69%

Grading:
Here are the academic guidelines used for grading in this course:  
•
An A designates work of extraordinarily high quality that consists of unusual thoroughness and comprehensives, cogency and clarity in the development of ideas, and critical reflection and conceptual sophistication.  Written work should be well organized, clearly argued and free of serious grammatical, spelling, and syntactical errors.  Students who receive an A will consistently come to class prepared, participate in the on-line discussions and often initiate discussions either in person or virtually.
•
A B designates work of high quality regarding the organization and development of ideas. Work substantively addresses the main issues/topics/questions of the assignments.  Writing is relatively well organized and free of serious grammatical and spelling as well as syntactical errors.  Students will receive a B if they contribute regularly to class discussion and/or have a near perfect attendance record, and participate in the on-line discussions each week.
•
A C designates work that minimally meets acceptable requirements as stated in guidelines for assignments.  Written work is not well organized, ideas are less clearly stated, and there will be several grammatical, spelling, and syntactical errors.  Work may only address a part of the assignment. Students receiving a C will infrequently participate in class and often wait until they are called on to do so.  
•
A D designates work that does not meet minimum acceptable requirements of the assignment(s).  Work is very poorly written in terms of organization and development of ideas and in terms of grammar, spelling, and syntax. Students who do not complete

all assignments are likely to receive a D.

•
An F designates a failure to complete all assignments and/or a failure to demonstrate a minimal degree of engagement with the readings or the written assignments.  Students who miss two or more classes will automatically fail the course.
Academic Misconduct Policies:
Plagiarism

The presentation of someone else's ideas or work as your own, or without proper acknowledgment, is the worst crime a mass-communication professional or a scholar can commit. 

The sources for all information and ideas in your assignments must be documented. In addition, all quotations must be identified as quotations, using quotation marks and documentation of the source of the quotation. Anything less than these standards is plagiarism.

Plagiarized work will be reported to Georgetown's Honor Council (see below). If the council finds that the work has been plagiarized or in some other way violates the Honor Code, the student will receive a failing grade for the course. 

Georgetown Honor System:
All students are expected to follow Georgetown's honor code unconditionally. We assume you have read the honor code material located at gervaseprograms.georgetown.edu and in particular have read the following documents: Honor Council Pamphlet, What is Plagiarism, Sanctioning Guidelines, and Expedited Sanctioning Process. Papers in this course will all be submitted to turnitin.com for checking.

Submitting material in fulfillment of the requirements of this course means that you have abided by the Georgetown honor pledge: 

In the pursuit of the high ideals and rigorous standards of academic life, I commit myself to respect and uphold the Georgetown Honor System: To be honest in any academic endeavor, and to conduct myself honorably, as a responsible member of the Georgetown community, as we live and work together.
Turnitin.com:
Students agree that by taking this course all required papers may be subject to submission for a Textual Similarity Review to Turnitin.com for the detection of plagiarism.  All submitted papers will be added as source documents in the Turnitin.com reference database solely for the purpose of detecting plagiarism of such papers in the future.  Use of the Turnitin.com service is subject to the terms of use agreement posted on the Turnitin.com site. 

Submitting Assignments:
Written assignments must be submitted electronically, in both Blackboard and Turnitin.com.  An assignment will not count as submitted until it has been uploaded to both Web sites.  Printed assignments will not be accepted and will earn no credit.  Similarly, assignments submitted by e-mail will not be accepted and will earn no credit.

All work for this class should be typed double-spaced, spell-checked, have one-inch margins, and use 12-point font.  Follow AP style.

Disabilities:
If you are a student with a documented disability who requires accommodations or if you think you may have a disability and want to inquire about accommodations, please contact the Academic Resource Center at 202-687-8354 or arc@georgetown.edu. 
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