FAQs about PS 105

Haven't | taken this course before?

If you are like most students, you have been fotoddke some version of American Government two or
three times during your adolescent years. Fronexrpgrience, it seems that very little informatitinks —
most students come into this class with little iest in or knowledge about the U.S. Governmerstispect
that students were often required in previous guvent classes to learn trivial details and borad.
Because we will be focusing on “bigger” questioym) will learn a lot more than you picked up before
Some of this will be familiar, but you will not ghrough the whole course with a feelingddfa vu

What is the classroom instruction like?

It varies from session to session. Some daysmdihly be lecture, others will be oriented around
discussion, and some will involve activities. Kdito do a lot of small group work, as researchdasvn
that more “active learning” is generally much meftective in terms of achieving objectives. Studen
often groan at first, but most come to like theletgrof instructional methods. It is the singlesho
common thing identified as a “strong point” on stntevaluations.

Is the professor going to try to make me a [RepabliDemocrat]?
Absolutely not. Last semester, 15 of my studémisight | was for McCain; 13 thought | was for Obama
Come on, really?

Really. In fact, my main bias is that | believattpolitical conflict is healthy in a democraticcgety.
Problems are most likely to occur when disagreensestmehow stifled. The result is that | likeisge
students mature politically, even when they deveiemvs that might differ quite sharply from my own.

What are the exams like?

They are pretty hard, but | try to avoid testingiym trivia or otherwise irrelevant details (notitgt we
may disagree on what counts as “trivia”). Typiga#lbout two-thirds of the exams are multiple chp&nd
one-third short answer and essay. Here are aeadigjuestions from recent exams:

The presidential veto power is

a. not very strong, as Congress frequently ovesrids vetoes.
b. the best way to initiate (begin) legislation.

c. extremely strong, even when it is not used.

d. subject to be reversed by the Supreme Court.

e. not actually found in the Constitution.

Suppose you were a member of the U.S. Supreme ©ol®73, and you believed that the State
of Texas was permitted to outlaw abortion if it wethto do so. Assuming that your vote did not
change the outcome Boe v. Wadewhattypeof opinion would you have written (majority,
concurring, or dissenting)? Briefly explain younsaver.

| think these are fair representations of my examestjons. Let me know if you'd like the answers.

Do most students get an A in this course?

No. | wish they did, but they do not. This pasingster, the grade distribution was 6 A’s, 13 B'§'s, 5
D’s, and 1 F. The average course percentage was.4fn.



What can | do to improve my chances of gettingan A

The key thing you can do is to prepare for exaMsst students make an attempt to study, but vexy fe
actuallyprepare Carefully go through your class notes, and take to anticipate the questions that | am
likely to ask. Itis even better if you do thisekdy throughout the semester, so that you will lnee@ware
of areas that are unclear to you. Doing so wilegiou time to clear up any confusion before tois late.

More tangibly, you need to take notes properlym8students do nothing more than copy the words on
the PowerPoint slides. While that is better thathimg, you should know that the bullet points er@ant

as guidance only, and they will not suffice fo ferledit answers on exams. Also, use the textliook
supplement the class notes, to clarify terminolagg other concepts, and to expand on the mateoial f
the lectures and discussions.

Above all, it is essential that you attend class #rat you pay close attention during class. Mfewy
students who are actively attentive to the mateli@ing the class sessions do poorly in the course.

Does attendance count as part of your grade?

It does not. You will not receive any points jimt showing up. In fact, when | say it like thathbecomes
clear that it would be a silly thing for me to denaybe even a little bit insulting. When | sayttha
attendance will help your grade, | mean indireetlgnd that's why | paiattendancewith attention If you
come to class but pay no attention, you might dslveesomewhere else. | am speaking from expegienc
if you are here, and you pay attention, you witipably do well. If not, you probably won't.

What if | have to miss class?

If at all possible, you should notify me in advandeeat this class as you would treat a job.oli had a
conflict, or even a medical situation, you wouldl gaur employer to let them know that you can'tkeat.
| ask that you give me the same courtesy, prefgiabhriting (email is fine). While we’re on th&ubject,
please be aware that you are responsible for dbtpihe notes from the class you missed; | willlakp
anything you do not understand, but | will not pdevnotes for you.

By itself, your notice does not “excuse” your allnJust wanted to be clear about that.

Incidentally, it is a myth that every student skipess. Last semester, out of 28 students ircthusse, 15
hadzerounexcused absences, 9 of whom had perfect atteedan

What if | oversleep, or some other emergency carpeand | am unable to contact you in advance?

Again, think of this as a job. Such things happeroccasion — just let me know as soon as possible
afterward. Depending on the explanation, your absenay still be marked as unexcused, but youawill
least have met your professional obligation to me.

What if | am going to be late?

As long as you can be discreet about it, come apywaother words, take a seat near the backtrgmubt
to disturb others as you get settled. You sholdd explain to me after class what happened. Agdhink
of this as your job — being late sometimes ocduusjt should not become a habit.

What if | have a problem with my grade, or have satter grievance or concern?

Talk to me about it. Itis unproductive and unki@ato let something stew. | would prefer that youail
me with a brief description of your concern, askiogan appointment to talk to me in person. Baitb
careful: It is essential that you maintain a tofheiality no matter how aggrieved you feel. | caot
promise that you will ultimately be pleased witle thutcome, but | can assure you that you will krloat
you have been treated fairly and courteously.

Will I like this course?
Yes. But you'll like it a lot more if you do yoyart.



