
PSC 32-304-03: Public Opinion and American Democracy 
Tuesday/Thursday 10-11:15 am 

Cullen 370 
 

Dr. Emily Sydnor      Mood-Bridwell 204 
Contact:        Office Hours:  
Office phone: 512-863-1587     Wed. 1-4 pm,  
sydnore@southwestern.edu     and by appointment 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
	 When asked in a survey whether the United States should allow speeches against 
democracy, 62 percent of Americans say no.  But only 46 percent say yes when asked if 
the same speeches should be forbidden. In other words, asking people about the same 
policy but with different question wording can have a dramatic effect on their response.  
What does this mean for our ability to make sense of Americans’ stated preferences 
about political issues? In this course, we explore the factors that shape public opinion, 
from question wording to socialization to the media and beyond.  How do people arrive 
at their political opinions and how can we be sure that these opinions are grounded in 
facts and rational understanding of the issues at hand? We investigate the extent to 
which public opinion is malleable and under what conditions government officials 
should (and do) take it under consideration when making political decisions.  In doing 
so, we pay particular attention to the methods used to collect public opinion and the 
ways in which these methods have the potential to shape our understanding of what the 
public wants.  

COURSE OBJECTIVES 

In this course, we will reflect on the origins of public opinion and the weight we give to 
certain methods of eliciting that opinion as we go through the process of conducting our 
own research.  More specifically, this course encourages you to:  

1. Identify what you need to know to evaluate public opinion and recognize good 
and bad measurement of opinion.  

2. Compare and contrast different approaches to measuring public opinion.  
3. Analyze opinion data. 
4. Conduct your own study of public opinion and draw meaningful conclusions.  
5. Link knowledge about how opinions form to conceptions of democratic 

governance.  
6. Explore your own political opinions and the ideas, biases and knowledge behind 

them.  
7. Apply the tools of reading, writing, and research in the discipline to deconstruct 

arguments and engage in critical analysis.  

MATERIALS 

There are three required books for this course:  

Clawson, Rosalee A. and Zoe M. Oxley. 2013. Public Opinion: Democratic Ideals, 
Democratic Practice. Thousand Oaks, CA: CQ Press.  



Clawson, Rosalee A. and Zoe M. Oxley. 2013. Conducting Empirical Analysis: 
Public Opinion in Action. Thousand Oaks, CA: CQ Press.  

Gamson, William A. 1992. Talking Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.  

ASSESSMENT AND EVALUATION 

1. Workbook Activities (10%) 
One of the goals of this class is to get you comfortable with basic analysis of 
public opinion data.  To that end, I have asked you to purchase Conducting 
Empirical Analysis: Public Opinion in Action, by Rosalee A. Clawson and Zoe M. 
Oxley.  You will see on the syllabus that certain exercises are assigned with 
various sets of reading; you are expected to complete the analysis for that class 
period so that we can discuss your findings and questions that may arise from the 
experience. Please bring your workbook to class on days that exercises are 
assigned; I will collect them throughout the semester and grade the assignments 
for correctness and completion.  
 

2. Quizzes (30%, 15% each) 
We will assess knowledge of the content discussed in class and the assigned 
readings using two short quizzes in the middle and at the end of the semester.  
These tests will consist primarily of short answer and identification questions 
designed to evaluate your knowledge of the course material and your ability to 
synthesize and make connections across course content.  
 

3. Research Project (50%) 
All components of the research project should be turned in as a hard copy at the 
beginning of class.  Assignments will not be accepted as email attachments.  
In order to get first-hand experience collecting and analyzing public opinion data, 
you will write a 10-15 page paper that reports on original empirical research.  For 
this project you will plan a study on a topic of your choice, collect your own public 
opinion data, analyze it and report on the results.  
 
Proposal (5%) 
In order to get you going and make sure we have ample time to conduct our 
research, you will complete a two-page research proposal.  This proposal will 
outline your topic, describe and defend your method, and provide a description of 
how you will conduct the research.  
 
Research Instrument (10%)  
Your research instrument spells out the procedures you will follow and the 
questions you will ask as part of your research project.  The precise length and 
format will vary depending on your approach. For a structured survey 
experiment, this document should list the exact questions you plan to include in 
your survey and would include the exact text (or video, or audio, or images) that 
will make up your experimental manipulation. For in-depth interviews and focus-
groups, this document should list the specific topics you will cover, and should 
include a series of questions and follow-up prompts that you might employ, 
although because of the fluid nature of these research techniques your actual 
conversations with participants may wander. For content analysis, this document 



should spell out what material you plan to analyze, and exactly what you will be 
counting.  
Note: You cannot begin collecting data until your research proposal and 
research instrument have been approved by the instructor.  
 
Summary of Preliminary Findings (10%)  
You must turn in a 4-6 page summary of your preliminary findings.  At this point 
your data collection should be complete. In this document, you will explain what 
you did and discuss any problems or changes that arose in the process of data 
collection. In the heart of this document, you will summarize the basic 
information you have learned, and you will make preliminary connections with 
the broader themes of the course. 
 
Final Research Paper (25%)  
Your final essay should be no more than 15 pages, including tables and figures.  
In addition to the essay, please include a one-page (single-spaced) personal 
assessment of your essay and reflection on the research experience. 
 

IMPORTANT: Because this project is for a course and will not be presented or 
published anywhere else, it is exempted from the traditional review process with the 
university’s Institutional Review Board, which protects human subjects.  If you want to 
use this project or the data you collect for anything else—the Research and 
Creative Works Symposium, a Capstone presentation, etc.—you must talk 
with me and submit the project for IRB review.  

 
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 from your final participation grade.  In other words, if you 
earn an 80% on participation but are absent 4 times, you will receive a 70. 
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—I can only work with you if I know what is going on!).   

IMPORTANT DEADLINES 

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

Essay Proposal  February 9 
Research Instrument March 3 



Quiz 1 March 22 
Preliminary Research Findings April 19 
Quiz 2 April 26  
Final Essay + Self-assessment May 3  

Per university policy, students expecting to graduate in May or August 2016 
graduation should turn their final essay and self-assessment in by Friday, 
April 29 at 5 pm.  

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.).  I will not follow up with you about missing work; 
it is your job to complete the assignment and hand it in, even if it is late.  Remember, 
the assignments in this class build on one another, so it is extremely 
important that you turn in all of the required material.   

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. I reserve the right to ask you to close your laptops 
or put them away if they appear to be disrupting our class time.  

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.  
 
Beyond myself, there are dozens of great resources for studying public opinion 
and political behavior out there on the internet.  The Monkey Cage and Mischiefs 
of Faction are two blogs written by political scientists on a range of topics, 
including campaigns, elections, and voting behavior.  FiveThirtyEight offers data-
drive analysis of myriad topics, including politics.  The Pew Research Center’s 
U.S. Politics and Policy wing and the National Election Studies offer a wealth of 
polling and survey data on a range of issues. 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 

What is public opinion? Why is that a hard question?  

Jan. 14 To read:  

Clawson and Oxley, ch. 1 

Lepore, Jill. 2015. “Politics and the New Machine” The New Yorker. 
November 16.  

How do we measure public opinion?  

Survey (Experiment) Research 

Jan. 19-21 Clawson and Oxley, Appendix to chapter 1, pgs. 27-34. 

Druckman, James N., Donald P. Green, James H. Kuklinski, and Arthur 
Lupia. 2011. “Experiments: an introduction to core concepts.” in the 
Cambridge Handbook of Experimental Political Science, James N. 
Druckman, Donald P. Green, James H. Kuklinski, and Arthur Lupia, 
eds. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Hillygus, D. Sunshine. “The Practice of Survey Research: Changes and 
Challenges.” New Directions in Public Opinion. Ed. Adam Berinsky. 
Routledge: New York, 2012. 

Asher, Herbert. Polling and the Public, chapters 3 and 8 (“Wording and 
Context of Questions” and “Analyzing and Interpreting Polls”)  

In-depth Interviewing 

Jan. 26 Clawson and Oxley, Appendix to chapter 1, pg. 35. 

Hochschild, Jennifer. 1981. What’s Fair? American beliefs about 
distributive justice.  Cambridge: Harvard University Press, chapter 1 
(17-26).  

Lane Robert E. 1962. Political Ideology: Why the Common Man 
Believes What He Does. New York: Free Press, introduction and 
Appendix A (1-11 & 481-493). 

Chong, Dennis. 1993. “How People, Think, Reason and Feel about 
Rights and Liberties,” American Journal of Political Science 37(3): 867-
899).     **Focus on the method; we will see the article again in the 
tolerance unit. 

Focus Groups 

Jan. 28 Clawson and Oxley, Appendix to chapter 1, pg. 36. 

Gamson, Talking Politics, chapters 1-2 and Appendix A 

Press, Andrea L. and Elizabeth R. Cole. 1999. Speaking of Abortion: 
Television and Authority in the Lives of Women. Chicago: University of 



Chicago Press, chapter 1 4. (pgs. 1-24) and Appendix A.  **Focus on the 
method; we will see this piece again in the ideology unit. 

Content Analysis 

Feb. 2 Clawson and Oxley, Appendix to chapter 1, pg. 37-40. 

Prasad, B. Devi. 2008 “Content Analysis: A Method for Social Science 
Research.” In Research Methods for Social Work, ed. D. K. Lal Das and 
V. Bhaskaran.  New Delhi: Rawat, 173-193.  

Gilens, Martin. 1996. “Race and Poverty in America: Public 
Misperceptions and the American News Media.” Public Opinion 
Quarterly 60(4): 515-541. ** Focus on the method; we will see this 
article again in the media unit. 

Read Conducting Empirical Analysis: Public Opinion in Action, 
chapter 1 and complete questions 1-10. 

Do citizens demonstrate competence and support for democratic ideals?  

Political	Knowledge	

Feb. 4 Clawson and Oxley, ch. 8. 

Delli Carpini, Michael X. 2005. “An Overview of the State of Citizens’ 
Knowledge about Politics. in Communicating Politics: Engaging the 
public in democratic life, M.S. McKinney, L.L. Kaid, D.g. Bystrom and 
D.B. Carlin, eds. New York: Peter Lang.  

Bartels, “Home Gets a Tax Cut: Inequality and Public Policy in the 
American Mind.” Perspectives on Politics 3(1): 15-32.  

Conducting Empirical Analysis: Public Opinion in Action, exercises 7-1, 
7-2, 7-3 and 7-4. 

Support	for	Civil	Liberties	

Feb. 9 Clawson and Oxley, ch. 9. 

Chong, Dennis. 1993. “How People, Think, Reason and Feel about 
Rights and Liberties,” American Journal of Political Science 37(3): 867-
899). 

Wright, Robert. 2011. “Opinionator: First Comes Fear.” 
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/01/11/before-hatred-
comes-fear/ 

Conducting Empirical Analysis: Public Opinion in Action, exercises 8-
1, 8-2, 8-3.  

Research Proposal due 

	



Ideology 

Feb. 11 Clawson and Oxley, ch. 5. 

Lane Robert E. 1962. Political Ideology: Why the Common Man 
Believes What He Does. New York: Free Press, chapters 4 and 22.  

Press, Andrea L. and Elizabeth R. Cole. 1999. Speaking of Abortion: 
Television and Authority in the Lives of Women. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, chapter 1 (pgs. 1-24). 

Conducting Empirical Analysis: Public Opinion in Action, exercises 5-1 
and 5-3. 

How do we form our opinions?  

Implicit and Explicit Attitudes 

Feb 16 Wilson, Timothy D. 2002. Strangers to Ourselves: Discovering the 
Adaptive Unconscious. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, chapter 6 (117-135).  

Gladwell, Malcolm. 2005. “The Warren Harding Error: Why We Fall for 
Tall, Dark, and Handsome Men.” In Blink: The Power of Thinking 
Without Thinking.  New York: Little, Brown, chapter 3 (72-98).  

Berinsky, Adam J., Vincent L. Hutchings, Tali Mendelberg, Lee Shaker, 
and Nicholas Valentino. 2011.  “Sex and Race: Are Black Candidates 
More Likely to Be Disadvantaged by Sex Scandals?” Political Behavior 
33(2): 179-202.  

Self-interest 

Feb 18 Clawson and Oxley, ch. 6, pgs. 173-176. 

Bartels, Larry M. 2004. “Unenlightened Self-Interest: The Strange 
Appeal of the Estate Tax Repeal.” The American Prospect 15(6): A17-
A19.  

Bishop, Bradford H. 2014. “Focusing Events and Public Opinion: 
Evidence from the Deepwater Horizon Disaster.” Political Behavior 
36(1):1-22.  

Conducting Empirical Analysis: Public Opinion in Action, exercise 6-1.  

Core values 

Feb 23 Clawson and Oxley, ch. 6, pgs. 176-179. 

Sears, David O., Carl P. Hensler, and Leslie K. Speer. 1979. “Whites’ 
Opposition to ‘Busing’: Self-Interest or Symbolic Politics? American 
Political Science Review 73(2): 369-384.  

Brewer, Paul R. 2003. “The Shifting Foundations of Public Opinion 



about Gay Rights.” Journal of Politics 65(4): 1208-1220.  

Feb. 25 Research Instrument workshop: Bring a draft of your research 
instrument to class. 

Emotion 

March 1 Brader, Ted. “The Emotional Foundations of Public Opinion.” In New 
Directions in Public Opinion. Ed. Adam Berinsky. Routledge: New York, 
2012. 

Gamson, Talking Politics, chapter 3.  

Gadarian, Shana Kushner and Bethany Albertson. 2013. “Anxiety, 
Immigration, and the Search for Information.” Political Psychology 
35(2): 134-164. 

Groups: Political Parties 

March 3 Clawson and Oxley, ch. 2. 

Gains, Brian J., James Kuklinski, Paul J. Quirk, Buddy Peyton and Jay 
Verkuilen. 2007. “Same Facts, Different Interpretations: Partisan 
Motivation and Opinion on Iraq” Journal of Politics 69(4):957-974. 

Conducting Empirical Analysis: Public Opinion in Action, exercises 2-1 
and 2-2. 

Research Instruments Due 

Groups: Race and Gender 

March 8 Clawson and Oxley ch. 7 

Gamson, Talking Politics, ch. 5 

Kinder, Donald R. and Allison Dale-Riddle. 2012. The End of Race? 
Obama, 2008, and racial politics in America. New Haven: Yale 
University Press. Chapter 2 (p. 26-66)  

Conducting Empirical Analysis: Public Opinion in Action, chapter 6-2, 
6-3, and 6-4. 

Research Break: Data Preparation and Processing 

March 10 Manheim, Jarol B., Richard C. Rich, Lars Willnat, and Craig Leonard 
Brians. 2006. Empirical Political Analysis: Research Methods in 
Political Science.  New York: Pearson. Chs 14 and 15.  

 

SPRING BREAK IS MARCH 12-20. NO CLASS. 

 

 



Are our opinions malleable?  

Attitude Change and Stability 

March 22  MID-SEMESTER QUIZ IN CLASS 

March 24 Clawson and Oxley, ch. 4 

Zaller, John. 1994. “Elite Leadership of Mass Opinion: New Evidence 
from the Gulf War,” in Taken by Storm: The Media, Public Opinion, 
and U.S. Foreign Policy in the Gulf War, ed. Lance Bennett and David 
Paletz, ch. 9 (pgs 186-209). 

Conducting Empirical Analysis: Public Opinion in Action, chapter 4-1, 
4-2.  

Mass media 

March 29 Clawson and Oxley, ch. 3. 

Mayer, Jane. 2007 (February 19). “Whatever it Takes: The Politics of 
the Man Behind ‘24’.” The New Yorker 83(1).  

Gilens, Martin. “Race and Poverty in America: Public Misperceptions 
and the American News Media.” Public Opinion Quarterly 60(4): 515-
541.  

Conducting Empirical Analysis: Public Opinion in Action, exercise 3-1 
and “For Further Exploration: Evaluations of the News Media” 

March 31 Iyengar, Shanto. 1991. Is anyone responsible? Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. Chapters 2-4 (11-45).  

Framing 

April 5 Price, Vincent, Lilach Nir, and Joseph N. Cappella. 2005. “Framing 
Public Discussion of Gay Civil Unions.” Public Opinion Quarterly 
69(2): 179-212.  

Gamson, Talking Politics, ch. 5.  

NO	CLASS	APRIL	7	(MIDWEST	POLITICAL	SCIENCE	ASSOCIATION	CONFERENCE)	OR	
APRIL	12	(SOUTHWESTERN	STUDENT	RESEARCH	AND	CREATIVE	WORKS	
SYMPOSIUM)	

I	strongly	recommend	that	you	use	this	time	to	begin	analyzing	your	data	and	writing	up	your	
preliminary	findings	

How does public opinion shape government decision-making?  

Collective Opinion 

April 14 Zaller, John R. 2001. “Monica Lewinsky and the Mainsprings of 
American Politics.” In Mediated Politics: Communication and the 
Future of Democracy, ed. W. L. Bennet and Robert M. Entman.  New 



York: Cambridge University Press, 252-278. 

Bartels, Larry M. 2008.  “The Irrational Electorate.” Wilson Quarterly 
32(4):44-50.   

Representation 

April 19 Clawson and Oxley, ch. 12. 

Soroka, Stuart N. and Christopher Wlezien. 2008. “On the Limits to 
Inequality in Representation.” PS: Political Science & Politics. 41(02): 
319-327.  

Gilens, Martin. 2009. “Preference Gaps and Inequality in 
Representation.” PS: Political Science & Politics. 42(2):335-41.  

Conducting Empirical Analysis: Public Opinion in Action, chapter 2 

Preliminary Findings Due 

Conclusions: Public Opinion and American democracy 

April 21 Clawson and Oxley, ch. 13.  

Ginsberg, Benjamin. 1986. The Captive Public, ch. 3 (59-85).  

Zaller, John. 1992. The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion, epilogue 
(310-332).  

Gamson, Talking Politics ch. 10.  

April 26 FINAL QUIZ IN CLASS 

 

Final paper and self-assessment are due May 3 at 5 pm, as a hard copy in my 
office.  If you are planning to graduate in May-August 2016, your final paper 
and self-assessment are due by April 29 at 5 pm.  


