
 

PSC 32-354: Mass Media and American Politics 

Tuesday/Thursday 8:30-9:45 am 

Cullen 321 

 

Dr. Emily Sydnor      Mood-Bridwell 204 

Contact:        Office Hours:  

Office phone: 512-863-1587     Wed. 1-3 pm, Thurs. 3-4 pm,  

sydnore@southwestern.edu     and by appointment 

 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

A news source recently posed the question: “can a group of random people on the Internet 

interview a [political] candidate better than the pros?” In an age where anyone with a Twitter or 

medium account can be a journalist, what is the role of the mass media in American politics?  

How do the media, the heralded “Fourth Estate,” ensure that American citizens exercise their 

democratic responsibilities on the basis of information? What can be done to ensure this 

information is high-quality?  

 

Answers to these questions begin in our own media diets.  Where do you get your news? Is “the 

Skimm” delivered to your inbox or do you tune into NPR as you run errands? Do you read a 

hard copy of the Austin American-Statesman or follow specific local TV reporters on Twitter? 

Why do you make that choice? We will explore the ways in which political coverage on each of 

these outlets is the product of their resources, institutional structures, and journalistic 

motivations.  Some of these factors lead media outlets to cover issues in the exact same way, 

while others lead the news to look different in each venue.  Do these similarities and differences 

influence your political preferences? If so, in what ways? We will investigate each of these 

questions in turn, connecting each back to the basic theme that guides our course—the 

importance of a trusted, institutionalized media for an informed democracy.  

 

COURSE OBJECTIVES 

In this course, we will challenge contemporary assumptions about the motivations behind media 

coverage of political events and distinguish between scientific and anecdotal evidence in support 

of these assumptions.  More specifically, this course encourages you to:  

1. Identify the factors--human and institutional--that shape media coverage of politics. 
2. Compare and contrast coverage of a political event across different media outlets 

and suggest explanations for why the coverage is similar or different.  
3. Describe how to evaluate media "bias" using social scientific methods.  
4. Investigate effects of the media on political behavior and construct a research design to 

test those effects.  
5. Critically reflect on your own perspectives and choices in selecting/consuming political 

information.    
6. Recognize the value of the media for you as a democratic citizen.  
7. Apply the tools of reading, writing, and research in the discipline to deconstruct 

arguments and engage in critical analysis. 
  

mailto:sydnore@southwestern.edu


MATERIALS 

Graber, Doris and Johanna Dunaway. 2015. Mass Media and American Politics. 9th ed. 
Washington, D.C.: CQ Press. 
 
Iyengar, Shanto, and Donald R. Kinder. 1988. News That Matters: Television and American 
Opinion. University of Chicago Press. 

Levandusky, Matthew. 2013. How Partisan Media Polarize America. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press.  

All other materials will be available through the course Moodle site.  

ASSESSMENT AND EVALUATION 

1. Reading Matrices (10%) 

For each reading, you will complete a short matrix (I will hand this out in class and make 

it available on our Moodle site) in which you explain the main thesis, identify the key 

evidence or logic that was used, and devise at least two questions for class discussion. 

The point of this assignment is to encourage you to practice efficient, effective, and 

critical reading, as well as produce a body of reading notes that facilitate the writing of 

your final research paper. These responses should not be time-intensive—in fact, they 

are designed to improve the speed and quality of your academic reading—and they will 

be posted to our Moodle site before class on Thursday of each week, which should 

allow for more productive class discussion. Each week I will randomly choose student 

matrices to assess, evaluating a total of 10 matrices for each student over the course of 

the semester. They will be graded as either ‘satisfactory’ or ‘unsatisfactory’ (i.e. pass/fail). 

 
2. Contributions to the Course Blog (30%)  

Mediapoliticsatsu.wordpress.com 
It is increasingly important that you be able to communicate important information, 
ideas, and arguments in concise, engaging prose and that you do so over forms of online 
communication.  In order to improve these skills and reflect on the course themes, we 
will keep a class blog.  You will be responsible for posting on the blog eight 
times over the course of the semester.  I will pass around a rubric and more 
detailed information about the different types of posts on the first day of class.  You will 
have the opportunity to choose what weeks you write each post.  These posts will fall into 
four categories:  

Media diary (1x): Provide a list of what media (if any) you have used to learn about 
politics this week and reflect on this list.   Why did you use these sources?  How might 
these sources reflect your personal points of view or biases?  

Article comparisons (2x): Find two news articles in current political coverage that 
discuss the same event or issue and compare and contrast this coverage using concepts 
we have covered in class.  For example, how do two different media sources portray a 
speech by the president? What frames do they use? What sources do they turn to?  How 
do these choices influence what the reader takes away from the article?    

https://mediapoliticsatsu.wordpress.com/


Exploring bias (2x): Select a news article in which you have identified a potential “media 
bias” we have talked about in class (e.g., ideological, ownership, journalistic, conflictual).  
How do you know that the bias exists? What social scientific tools we have discussed in 
this class could you use to systematically investigate this bias?  

Response/Commentary (2x): Offer a thoughtful response to or commentary on an article 
comparison or exploration of bias written by your peers.  

3. Research Design & Essay (50%) 
All components of the research paper should be turned in as a hard copy at the 
beginning of class.  Assignments will not be accepted as email attachments. 
You will write a research paper of no more than 10 pages on a topic of your choice 
related to the course.  This paper will (a) briefly review the literature on a topic discussed 
in class, (b) pose a question that comes out of those readings, and (c) propose a feasible 
research design that could be used to answer this question.  To make this process easier, 
we will complete various activities throughout the course of the semester, culminating in 
the final research paper and design.  These include:   

Components of research design (5%): Choose one of the research-based articles assigned 
as for this course and complete the research design worksheet (available on Moodle) for 
that article.   

Essay proposal (10%): No more than 3 pages. I will give you a handout explaining the 
essential components of this proposal in advance.  Generally, the proposal should offer a 
clear research question, explain the importance of this question, and provide a tentative 
outline of the essay.  As part of this proposal, you will need to complete the research 
design worksheet again, this time identifying each of the components as they will appear 
in your own research design.  This exercise will ensure you have a feasible, valuable 
research question and will help you organize and refine your ideas.  

First draft (10%): This draft should be between 5-7 pages. It is an opportunity to get 
external feedback on your essay before you submit your final copy. Please note, the 
better your first draft, the more helpful feedback you are likely to get from your peers! 
Note: You will want to bring three copies of your draft to class to facilitate peer review. 

Peer feedback on two papers (5%): You will read and comment on two other students’ 
essay drafts using a rubric we create together in class. This allows you to offer your peers 
helpful feedback on their essay, to reflect on your own essay, and to learn about two 
other areas of research. 

Final essay + self-assessment (20%): Your final essay should be no more than 10 pages 
(not counting footnotes or bibliography.  In addition to the essay, please include a one-
page (single-spaced) response to the feedback you have received from your peers noting 
your revisions from first draft, as well as a personal assessment of your essay.  

4. Attendance & Participation (10%)  
Part of being a good colleague and good democratic citizen is engaging in thoughtful and 
civil discussion and actively listening to your peers.  I expect you to participate in class 
activities and discussions, thereby improving your verbal communication skills and 
practicing how to analyze, critique, and respond respectfully in discussion.   



 
In order to participate, you must be present!  Much of the work we do in class will 
reinforce the assignments you complete for a grade; therefore it is to your benefit to be in 
class every day.  You are allowed two unexcused absences throughout the course of 
the semester.  Each unexcused absence exceeding two will result in a five-point 
deduction of your participation grade.  Doctor’s notes do not exempt absences from this 
policy (but please let me know in the event of any prolonged, severe illnesses or other 
extenuating circumstances).   

IMPORTANT DEADLINES 

Unless otherwise specified, assignments are due by the beginning of class.  

Reading Matrices Weekly 
Components of Research Design Oct. 6 
First Two Blog Entries Oct. 15 
Essay Proposal  Oct. 27 
Three Blog Entries Due (Total of 5) Nov. 12 
First Draft Nov. 24 
Peer Feedback Dec. 1 
Final Two Blog Entries Due (Total of 7) Dec. 3 
Final Essay + Self-assessment Dec. 8  

COURSE POLICIES 

Pre-requisites: Students must have completed PSC 32-114 (American Politics) to enroll in this 
course.  

Late assignments: You may turn in an assignment late for a 1/3-letter grade deduction per day 

(so an A paper receives an A- if it is turned in within the first 24 hours after the deadline, B+ 

when two days late, etc.).   

Citations: The political science department has decided that students in every course will use 

the same method of citation in all their writing assignments: the Chicago Style.  For the sake of 

uniformity, we ask you all to consult the same text, Kate Turabian’s guide to the Chicago style, 

titled A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, Theses, and Dissertations, for information on how 

to employ this method of citation in your writing.  Therefore, I will not accept work that is not 

cited properly according to Turabian.    

Academic Integrity: Please read the honor pledge and learn what constitutes an honor code 

violation, especially as regards cheating and plagiarism.  People usually are aware of what 

constitutes cheating, but many might be unsure of what exactly plagiarism is all about.  The 

academic honor code can help clarify. Plagiarism is intellectual theft and you must know what 

constitutes it to avoid it. Using the words and ideas of others without acknowledgement is the 

essence of plagiarism. You can unintentionally plagiarize by failing to cite sources or 

incorrectly citing your sources. To avoid honor code violations, read the section below and 

cite your sources properly. In addition, on all your written work for this class, you must affirm 

the Honor Code by writing the pledge and signing your name beneath it: “I have acted with 

honesty and integrity in producing this work and am unaware of anyone who has not.”  



Questions about the Honor Code may be directed to: Jaime Woody, Dean of Students 

(woodyj@southwestern.edu). Phone 863-1624. 

Grading: Your grades will be calculated on the following scale: 

 A+ 97-100  B+ 87-89  C+ 77-79  D+ 67-69 

 A 93-97  B 84-86  C 74-76  D 64-66 

 A- 90-92  B- 80-83  C- 70-73  D- 60-63 

The University Honor Code applies to all graded assignments.  The work should be yours alone 
and no one else’s.   

Accommodating Disabilities: Southwestern University will make reasonable accommodations 

for persons with documented disabilities. Students should contact the Center for Academic 

Success to determine their eligibility to receive accommodations.  To arrange accommodations, 

students should contact Maria Pena, the Access and Academic Resource Coordinator, 

(penam@southwestern.edu) within the Center for Academic Success (in the Prothro Center): 

call 512-863-1286 or email success@southwestern.edu. Students seeking accommodations 

should notify the Access and Academic Resource coordinator at least two weeks before services 

are needed.  It is the student’s responsibility to discuss any necessary accommodations with the 

appropriate faculty member. 

More information can also be found here: 

http://www.southwestern.edu/offices/success/forstudents/services.php. 
 

Technology: You are welcome to use your laptop or tablet to take notes for class, and at times 

we may use multiple laptops to look up information and watch or listen to course material..  

However, I expect these items to only be used for class-related purposes and not for your 

amusement or distraction. As agreed upon as a class, anyone caught distracting themselves or 

others in the class with material on their computer will be required to display the contents of 

their screen on the projector.  

HOW TO SUCCEED IN THIS COURSE 

This course emphasizes active learning, using a range of interactive assignments to investigate 
the relationship between media and politics.  Here are a few tips that will help you be successful 
in this course.  

1. Plan ahead. Keep due dates for both the weekly assignments and the larger projects in 
mind and plan your work accordingly.  Part of surviving college and the professional 
world beyond is knowing how to budget your time, and I will not be forgiving of late 
assignments that are the result of poor planning.   
 

2. Use your resources.  I am your most valuable resource, and I want to help you!  If 
something isn’t clear after our class discussion or an assignment, don’t hesitate to visit 
my office hours, talk to me after class, or send me an email.  I aim to be responsive and 
timely in my feedback and email replies. That being said, see number 1 above—don’t 
email me at midnight the night before an assignment is due and expect a response.  
Instead, think about your schedule and come see me in advance if you think there will be 
any problems.  
 

mailto:woodyj@southwestern.edu
mailto:penam@southwestern.edu
mailto:success@southwestern.edu
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Beyond myself, there are dozens of great resources for studying media and politics out 
there on the internet.  The Vanderbilt News Archive has thousands of archived news 
clips, while the Political Communication Lab at Stanford University and Living Room 
Candidate let you browse hundreds of campaign ads.  Pew’s Project for Excellence in 
Journalism has a wealth of statistics about how people use different forms of media.  
And if there’s another type of information you’re looking for, just ask me or one of 
Southwestern’s librarians—we’ll help you track it down.  

SCHEDULE 

Why have the media cover politics?  

Aug. 25 To read:  
De Tocqueville, Alexis, Democracy in America, vol. II, section 2, ch. 6 (in 
class) 

 

Do we still need newspapers?  

Aug. 27/Sept. 1 To read:  
Schudson, Michael. 1978 Discovering the News: A Social History of 
American Newspapers. New York: Basic Books, chapter 1.  

Nichols, John, and Robert W. McChesney.  2009. “The Death and Life of 
Great American Newspapers.” The Nation, March 18.  

Bollinger, Lee C. 2010. “Journalism Needs Government Help.” Wall Street 
Journal, July 14.  

Swenson, David, and Michael Schmidt. 2009. “News You Can Endow.”  
 
To do:  
By Sept. 6, complete media use survey 

 

NO CLASS SEPTEMBER 3 DUE TO ANNUAL POLITICAL SCIENCE ASSOCIATION 

CONFERENCE 

 

Does government funding make a source the mouthpiece of the government?  

Sept. 8-10 To read:  
Graber, ch. 1-3 
 
On the Media. “This is not NPR” June 20, 2014. 
http://www.onthemedia.org/story/not-npr/  
 
Jensen, Elizabeth. “Public Broadcasting and Political Balance: A New Twist” 
in The Lanahan Readings in Media and Politics. Lewis S. Ringel, ed. 2009.  
 
“Red Lion Broadcasting Co. v. FCC” in The Lanahan Readings in Media and 
Politics. Lewis S. Ringel, ed. 2009. 

http://tvnews.vanderbilt.edu/
http://pcl.stanford.edu/campaigns/
http://www.livingroomcandidate.org/
http://www.livingroomcandidate.org/
http://www.journalism.org/
http://www.journalism.org/
http://www.onthemedia.org/story/not-npr/


 

Is journalistic objectivity possible?  

Sept. 15-17 To read:  
Graber, ch. 5 

Kovach, Bill and Tom Rosenstiel. 2007.  The Elements of Journalism, 2nd 
ed. New York: Three Rivers Publishing, intro and ch. 2. 

Parenti, Michael. 1986. Inventing Reality: The Politics of the Mass Media, 
ch. 3, “Who Controls the News? The Myths of Independence and 
Objectivity.”  

Shaw, David.  1990. “Abortion Bias Seeps into News.” Los Angeles Times, 
July 1.  
 

 

Sept. 22-24 To read: 
Graber, ch. 9  

Bennett, Lance W., Regina Lawrence and Steven Livingston, When the Press 
Fails: Political Power and the News Media from Iraq to Katrina. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, introduction, ch. 1.  

Barstow, David. 2008. “Behind TV Analysts, Pentagon’s Hidden Hand” The 
New York Times, April 20.  

Baquet, Dean and Bill Keller 2006. “When Do We Publish a Secret?” The 
New York Times, July 1.  

Watch John Oliver’s interview with Edward Snowden 
 

Is Fox News “fair and balanced?”  

Sept. 29/Oct.1 To read: 
Gilens, Martin and and Craig Hertzman. 2000. “Corporate Ownership and 
News Bias: Newspaper Coverage of the 1996 Telecommunications Act.” 
Journal of Politics 62: 369-386.  

Goldberg, Bernard 2002. Bias: A CBS Insider Exposes How the Media 
Distort the News. Ch. 1, 4, 8 

Levandusky, Matthew. 2013. How Partisan Media Polarize America. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, ch. 1 

 

Oct. 6-8 To read:  
Graber, ch. 12 
  

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCAQyCkwAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.youtube.com%2Fwatch%3Fv%3DXEVlyP4_11M&ei=ngpxVc6yJYavsAXS74OgCQ&usg=AFQjCNF_XR9RyX_2eGrpnIb2KaSdQnhorw&bvm=bv.95039771,d.b2w


Berry, Jeffrey M., and Sarah Sobeiraj. “Understanding the Rise of Talk 
Radio.” PS: Political Science and Politics 44, no. 4 (October 2011): 762–67. 
 
Berry, Jeffrey M, and Sarah Sobeiraj. The Outrage Industry: Political 
Opinion Media and the New Incivility, 2014, ch. 2 
 
Levandusky, ch. 2 
 
To do:  
Oct. 6- Components of Research Design worksheet due 

 

NO CLASS OCTOBER 13 DUE TO FALL BREAK 

Is Jon Oliver a journalist?  

Oct. 15 To read:  
Guggenheim, Lauren, Nojin Kwak and Scott W. Campbell. 2011. 
“Nontraditional News Negativity: The Relationship of Entertaining Political 
News Use to Political Cynicism and Mistrust” International Journal of 
Public Opinion Research 23(3): 287-314.  

Hart, Roderick P. and E. Johanna Hartelius. 2007. “The Political Sins of Jon 
Stewart.” Critical Studies in Mass Communication 24: 263-272.  

W. Lance Bennett. 2007. “Relief in Hard Times: A Defense of Jon Stewart’s 
Comedy in an Age of Cynicism.” Critical Studies in Mass Communication 
24: 278-283.  

Williams, Bruce and Michael X. Delli Carpini. 2011.  “The Daily Show and 
The Colbert Report in a Changing Information Environment: Should ‘Fake 
News’ Be Held to Real Standards?” in McChesney, Robert W. and Victor 
Pikard, Will the Last Reporter Please Turn Out the Lights, ch. 29. 
 
To do:  
First two blog entries should be completed by Oct. 15 
 

Oct. 20-22 To read:  

Cappella, Joseph N. and Kathleen Hall Jamieson. 1997. Spiral of Cynicism: 
The Press and the Public Good. New York: Oxford University Press, ch. 2 

Ladd, Jonathan McDonald. 2010. “The Role of Media Distrust in Partisan 
Voting” Political Behavior 32:567-585.  

Levandusky, ch. 3 and 5 
 

Can the media sway an election?  

Oct. 27-29 To read:  
Graber, ch. 11 



Bump, Philip. 2015. “How do we decide who is a ‘real’ candidate for 
president?” Washington Post. March 25.  

Druckman, James N. 2003. “The Power of Television Images: The First 
Kennedy-Nixon Debate Revisited.” The Journal of Politics 65(2): 559-571.  

Hershey, Marjorie Randon. 2001. “The Campaign and the Media,” in Gerald 
M. Pomper, ed., The Election of 2000.  

Levandusky, ch. 6 
 
To do:  
Oct. 27- Research Paper Proposals Due 

 

Nov. 3-5 To read:  
Graber, ch. 4 

West, Darrell M. 2014. Air Wars: Television Advertising in Election 
Campaigns, 6th ed. Washington, D.C. Congressional Quarterly Press, ch. 1.  

Freedman, Paul, Michael Franz and Ken Goldstein. 2004. “Campaign 
Advertising and Democratic Citizenship.” American Journal of Political 
Science 48(4): 723-741.  

Ansolobehere, Stephen, Shanto Iyengar, Adam Simon and Nicholas 
Valentino. 1994. “Does Attack Advertising Demobilize the Electorate?” 
American Political Science Review, 88(4), 829-838.  
 
 

How do we choose where to get our news?  

Nov. 10-12 To read:  
Graber, pgs 80-85 and ch. 10 

Stroud, Natalie Jomini. 2012. Niche News: The Politics of News Choice. 
New York: Oxford University Press. ch. 4 

Levandusky, ch. 4 

Iyengar, Shanto and Kyu S. Kahn 2009.  “Red Media, Blue Media: Evidence 
of Ideological Selectivity in Media Use.” Journal of Communication 59:19-
39. 
 
To do:  
Three blog entries should be completed by Nov. 12 (For a total of 
5) 
 

 



Does the media control our opinions?  

Nov. 17-19 To read:  
Iyengar and Kinder, chs. 1-6 

 

Nov. 24 To read:  
Iyengar and Kinder, chs. 7-12, epilogue 
 
To do:  
Rough draft of paper due to me and your peer review group 
By Dec. 1, read peers’ research papers and provide detailed feedback using 
rubric. 
 

NO CLASS NOVEMBER 26—THANKSGIVING BREAK 

Dec. 1-3 To read:  
Levandusky, conclusion.  
 
To do:  
All seven blog entries should be completed by Dec. 3 

 

Final Research Paper due at end of scheduled exam time: Tuesday, Dec. 8 at 4:30 pm.  


