
 

AP United States Government and Politics  

Course Syllabus  

Impact Academy 2020-2021 

 

Instructor:  Phillip A. Smith, Ph.D.  

Email Address:  Phillipsmith@henry.k12.ga.us  

Phone number: 770-954-3744 

 

 

Text:  Wilson, James; Dilulio, John J. American Government (Tenth Edition,  

Houghton Mifflin Company: Boston, New York) 2006  

 

Supplemental Materials: Woll, Peter. American Government: Readings and  

Cases (Fifteenth Edition, Pearson-Longman: New York, Boston) 2004.  

 

Outside Resources:  

 

www.cspan.org  

Washington Post  

New York Times  

Atlanta Journal-Constitution  

Youth Leadership Initiative  

Pew Research  

www.gallup.com  

Los Angles Times  

www.newsweek.com  

www.time.com   

www.house.gov  

USA Today  

www.senate.gov  

 

Course Description:  

This course is designed to give students an analytical perspective on  

government and politics in the United States. This course includes both the  

study of general concepts used to interpret US policies and the analysis of  

specific examples. It also requires familiarity with the various institutions,  

groups, beliefs, and ideas that constitute US politics. Students will become  

acquainted with the variety of theoretical perspectives and explanations for  

various behaviors and outcomes. Certain topics are usually covered in all  

college courses.  
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Course Goals:  

Students successfully completing this course will:  

- Know important facts, concepts, and theories pertaining to US  

government and politics  

- Understand typical patterns of political processes and behavior and their  

consequences(including the components of political behavior, the  

principles used to explain or justify various government structures and  

procedures, and the political effects of these structures and procedures)  

- Be able to analyze and interpret basic data relevant to US government and  

politics  

 

To help students with these goals, the course will cover the following topics:  

 

I. Foundations of American Government-The Underpinnings of the  

Constitution  

Class time frame- 2 weeks  

Wilson Chapters:  1, 2, 3, & 4  

Woll Readings:  John Locke, Second Treatise, of Civil Government;  

James Madison, Federalist 10, 51; McCulloch v Maryland; Gibbons v  

Ogden; United States v Lopez  

Student Objectives:   

- What is the purpose of government?  

- What are the roots of the American understanding of  

republicanism, constitutionalism, liberty, justice, equality,  

pluralism, and majoritarianism?  

- Why was the concept of checks and balances a novel idea in the 18th  

century?  

- Why did the Articles of Confederation fail and what motivated the  

framers of the Constitution?  

- How is Madison_s concept of checks and balances challenge  

popular understanding of Montesquieu_s theory of separation of  

powers?  

- Why do we have a Constitution?  

- What is the relationship of the states and the federal government?  

- How can the Constitution change to meet the desires of the  

country?  

-  How has the use of judicial review affected the original intent of  

the Constitution?  

- Why is the national/state relationship in so much conflict?  

- How are these conflicts resolved?  
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- Where is the citizen in all this?  

                  Data: Graphs/Charts/Critical Thinking  

- Students will create a chart to examine the differences between the  

Articles of Confederation and the Constitution.  

- Students will use a chart to examine the differences between the  

Virginia Plan and the New Jersey Plan.  

 

Project: Constitution Scavenger Hunt  

 

II. Individuals and Government-Political Beliefs and Behaviors:  

             Class Time Frame- 2 weeks  

Wilson Chapters:  7, 8 &22  

Woll Readings: Theory of Critical Elections; Voting Behavior-Democratic  

Practice and Democratic Theory; Robert Putnam-“Bowling Alone_  

America_s Declining Social Capital_” Journal of Democracy- Volume 6  

Number 1  

Student Objectives:  

- What is public opinion? Does government policy tend to coincide  

with public opinion?  

- What are the dimensions and characteristics of public opinion?  

- What is political socialization? What are the major agents of  

socialization?  

- What causes political opinion to change over time?  

- How does socioeconomic status influence political beliefs?  

- What is political ideology? Are Americans ideological?  

- What impact does religion have on political beliefs? Race? Age?  

Gender? Region?  

- What is the difference between Democrat and Republican? Liberal  

and Conservative?  

- What are the problems of participation and voter turnout?  

- Who votes and who doesn_t vote? Why?  

                  Data: Graphs/Charts/Critical Thinking  

- Students will choose an opinion poll from a newspaper or  

magazine and evaluate it for reliability and validity.    

- Students will create their own opinion poll and survey at least 20  

people.  The class will evaluate student created opinion polls.  

 

Project: Opinion Poll; Patchwork Nation Demography Project  
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III. Groups and Government-Political Parties, Interest Groups, and Mass  

Media  

Class Time Frame- 2 weeks  

Wilson Chapters:  9, 10, 11,& 12  

Woll Readings:  James Madison, Federalist #10, E.E. Schattschneider,  

Party Government, David R. Mayhew, Divided We Govern, V.O. Key,Jr.,  

A Theory of Critical Elections, Benjamin Gingsberg and Martin Schefter,  

Politics by Other Means, V.O.Key, Jr., The Responsible Electorate, Buckley  

v Valaeo (1976), Thomas E. Mann and Norman J. Ornstein, Myths and  

Realities about the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 202, Theodore J.  

Lowi, The End of Liberalism: The Indictment, Larry J. Sabato, The  

Misplaced Obsession with PACs, New York Times v Sullivan.  

Student Objectives:  

-What are political parties? How are they organized?  

- What do political parties do?  

- How did political parties develop?  

- What are linkage institutions? How are parties such institutions?  

- What is a two-party system? Why do third parties have such a  

difficult time gaining traction in the political landscape of the US?  

- What are interest groups? What tactics do they use to attract  

attention? Who do they seek to influence?  

- What types of people join interest groups?  

- What is the difference between interest groups and political parties?  

- How are nominations for elections made?  

- How does money influence election outcomes?  

- What steps are involved in nominating and electing politicians to  

office?  

- Who votes? Why?  

-  How do the media influence public perception of politics?  

-  How do the media influence the behavior of politicians?  

- Are parties an obstacle to democracy?  

Graphs/Charts/Critical Thinking  

Students will take a political ideology poll individually and then  

analyze a graphical representation of the results as a class.  

 

Project: Gatekeepers Project  
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IV. Institutions of National Government  

A. The Congress  

Class time frame- 3 weeks  

Wilson Chapters:  13  

Woll Readings:  James Madison The Federalist 53, 56, 57, 58, 62, & 63,  

Richard Fenno Jr. If as Ralph Nader Says, Congress is the “Broken  

Branch_” How Come We Love Our Congressman So Much?_ Nelson  

Polsby, Congress Bashing for Beginners, David R. Mayhew, Congress:  

The Electoral Connection  

Student Objectives:  

- How does Congress represent and reflect the interests and desires  

of the nation?  

- Who are the members of Congress?  

- Who do they represent?  

- Compare and contrast the makeup and operations of the House  

and the Senate  

- How does the committee system operate and who sits on the  

committees?  

- What are the responsibilities of the committees?  

- Is Congress the most effiecent and effective way to make policy?  

 

Project: Center on Congress Learning Modules  

 

B.  
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The Presidency  

Class time frame- 3 weeks  

Wilson Chapters:  14  

Woll Readings: Alexander Hamilton, Federalist 70, Clinton Rossiter  

The Presidency-Focus of Leadership, James David Barber The  

Presidential Character, Ex Parte Milligan 71, Tony Mauro A Mixed  

Precedent for Military Tribunals, Hamdi v Rumsfield  

Student Objectives:  

- What are the formal and informal powers of the president?  

- How does the president use these powers to influence policy?  

- What leadership characteristics make successful presidents?  

- How do presidents get their agendas passed in Congress?  

- How do presidents administer the federal government?  

- What is the role of the cabinet?  

- What is the relationship between the media and the president?  

- How is presidential power constrained?  



 

C.  

 

The Judiciary  

Class time frame- 3 weeks  

Wilson Chapters:  16  

Woll Readings: Alexander Hamilton, Federalist 78, Marbury v.  

Madison, John P. Roche, Judicial Self-Restraint, William J. Brennan, Jr.  

How the Supreme Court Arrives at Decisions, Justice Sandra Day  

O_Connor_ Constitutional Liberty and the Right to Abortion_  Chief  

Justice William H. Rehnquist, Liberty, Privacy, and the Right to  

Abortion,  Justice Antonin Scalia, Liberty and Abortion: A Strict  

Constructionist_s View  

Student Objectives:  

- What is the scope of judicial power and how does the rule of law  

operate under the principle of judicial review and the rule of the  

precedent?  

- What is the jurisdiction of the federal courts?  

- How does politics enter into the selection of federal judges and  

Supreme Court justices?  

- What is the proper role of the courts in a democracy?  

- What is the relationship between the people and the courts?  

- What is the evolving relationship between the courts and “civil  

rights”?  

- Have the courts supplanted the executive and legislative branches  

by legislating from the bench?   
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D. The Bureaucracy  

Class time frame- 1 week  

Wilson Chapters:  15  

Woll Readings:  Peter Woll, Constitutional Democracy and  

Bureaucratic Power, James Q. Wilson, The Rise of the Bureaucratic  

State  

Student Objectives:  

- What is the bureaucracy?  

- What is the relationship between the bureaucracy and the  

economy?  

- What is the relationship between the bureaucracy and the  

executive/legislative branches?  

- Define an “Iron Triangle”- does it exist, and if it does, how does it  

influence policy implementation?  

                 Charts/Graphs/Critical Thinking  



 

-Students will charts to analyze the differences on the legislative process  

in the House of Representative vs. the Senate.  

-Students will create compare charts of the judicial system for the federal  

and state government.                 

 

V. Public Policy  

Class Time Frame- 2 weeks  

Wilson Chapters:  17, 18, 19, & 20  

 Student Objectives:  

- How is public policy made?  

- What are subsidies and entitlements?  

- Who sets policy agendas for our nation?  

- What role do the courts play interpreting the constitution and  

implementing public policy?  

- How does federalism affect public policy?  

- How is monetary policy different from fiscal policy?  

                 Charts/Graphs/Critical Thinking  

 -Students will analyze graphs/charts to examine the relationship between  

the federal budget process and public policy priorities.  

-Students will complete an online learning module that examines fiscal  

policy and budget allocations.  Students will create a pie chart that reflects  

how they would allocate funds.  

 

VI. Civil Liberties and Civil Rights  

Class Time Frame- 1.5 weeks  

Wilson Chapters:  5 &6  

Woll Readings:  California v. Bakke, Brown v. Board of Education,  

Shaw v. Reno, Engle v. Vitale, Collin v. Smith, Gideon v. Wainwright,  

Miranda v. Arizona, Roe v. Wade, Mapp v. Ohio, Plessy v. Ferguson,   

New York Times Co. v. Sullivan, Barron v. Baltimore, Antifederalist  

Paper #84  

Student Objectives:  

- How does the national Bill of Rights apply to citizenship rights?  

- Is freedom of religion protected in the U.S.?  

- What is the role of religion in schools?  

- How far does the right of free speech go?  

- Can the government control speech?  

- What is the scope of the right to assembly?  

- What is the equal protection under the law?  

- What was the impact of the Civil Rights Act of 1964?  
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- What was the impact of the Voting Rights Act of 1965?  

- What has been the effect of affirmative actions programs?  

- What is procedural due process?  

- What do property rights mean in response to community interests?  

- How just is justice?  

- What is the scope to the right of privacy?  

- What is habeas corpus?  

 

Charts/Graphs/Critical Thinking  

Students will create a chart to categorize the constitutional issues  

addressed by 20 Supreme Court cases.  Students will analyze the chart to  

determine which constitutional issues have been most addressed in recent  

history.  

 

Project:  Court Cases Review Games  

 

THERE WILL BE A ONE WEEK REVIEW PERIOD BEFORE THE AP EXAM  

  

Sample Essay Questions for Students:  

 

1. Special interest groups are often criticized for being divisive as well as for  

hindering the legislative process.  

a. Define the term special interest group.  

b. Give one example that supports this statement and one example that  

refutes it.  

c. Explain how special interest groups have influenced the development of  

public policy by discussing specific laws that have been shaped by special  

interest groups.  

2. The Constitution gives the Senate the power to advise and consent  

presidential appointments.  

a. Describe how his procedure works.  

b. Give two examples of controversial presidential appointments.  

c. Evaluate the Senate_s response to those appointments and explain why the  

Senate has been criticized in its use of this power.  
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3. Party realignment and party dealignment have influenced presidential,  

congressional, and state elections since 1980.  

a. Define the terms party realignment and party dealignment.  

b. Give one example of how realignment or dealignment has had an impact  

on two of the following elections:  

- The presidential election of 1980  

- The congressional election of 1994  

- The Minnesota gubernatorial election of 1998  

4. The Electoral College has come under much criticism following the  

disputed 2000 presidential election.  

a. Identify and explain the process used by the Electoral College in  

choosing a president.  

b. Describe two problems with the electoral process resulting from the  

2000 presidential election.  

c. Discuss one reform that has been suggested overhaul the Electoral  

College.  

5. Public opinion has strongly favored campaign finance reform. Yet there  

has not been significant reform since 1974, even in the light of the serious  

abuses brought out during the 1996 presidential election.  

a. Identify the major provisions of the Federal Election Campaign Act  

of 1974.  

b. Describe the abuses that occurred during the 1996 presidential  

campaign.  

c. List three components of the McCain-Feingold Bill.  

Outside Current Event Assignment- Students will view one hour of news  

programming each week and write a one page summary critiquing news events  

of the week and also reporting on bias used by the news organizations during  

the week. Students should choose three different sources, one can be a local  

affiliate and the other two should be national organizations such as  

ABC,NBC,CBS,CNN and Fox News.   

 

Classroom Expectations:  

 

1. Be respectful of your instructor, your classmates, and yourself at all times.  

2. Be punctual and on time for each class. Arriving to class on time is vitally  

important to your success.  

3. Keep all electronic devices away during class time. IPods, cell phones, and  

other devices are counterproductive to all of our goals!  

4. Be prepared for class daily with your textbook and any other necessary  

materials. Expect the unexpected and always be prepared.  
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5. Take responsibility for your own actions. This includes making up your  

work, rescheduling a missed test or quiz, and being accountable for your  

own decisions and behavior.  

6. Sleeping is never appropriate, no exceptions. If you are asleep, nothing  

will be accomplished.  

7. Food and drink are not allowed. The only exception is bottled water.  

8. Be positive and always challenge yourself.  

9. Keep all returned and graded assignments! If you need to dispute what  

you feel is an incorrect grade, your returned work is your only proof.  

10. Do not use profanity. Excessive profanity indicates your inability to  

articulate your thoughts and is generally very unpleasant to those around  

you. In short, in makes you look like a complete idiot.  

 

Grading Categories and Distribution:  

 

Tests and Quizzes – (60%) Tests are counted twice and include two book critiques.  

Quizzes are counted once.  

Assignments – (40%) This includes all homework, projects, and in-class activities.  

Final Examination – (15%) is a test taken in early December that includes all material  

covered during the semester. Your final exam is required for the course.  

 

A – (90-100) B – (80-89) C – (71-79) D – (70) F – (Below 70)   

 

*An additional ten points will be added to a student’s final numerical grade.  

This is the policy of Henry County Public Schools for all Advanced Placement  

classes.  

 

Materials Needed for Class:  Notebook-three ring binder or notebook with  

pockets, Paper and pencil/pen with only blue or black ink, Textbook and Reader  
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