
AP United States Government & Politics 

 

“Any nation that expects to be both free and ignorant, expects what never was and never will be” Thomas Jefferson 

“Democracy is the worst form of government – save all others.”  Winston Churchill 

Course Objectives:  Instruction in this course will focus on: 

1.  The historical development of the U.S. Governmental and political system. 

2. The relationship between politics and power and the nature of human behavior in the 

American Democracy. 

3. The origins of myths and symbols in American politics and the power of those myths and 

symbols. 

4. The U.S. Constitution and the role that it plays in American political life. 

5. The Institutions of the U.S. National Government and the non-governmental institutions 

that affect political decisions.  

6. Political rhetoric – its use and misuse – to persuade, educate, and mislead the public and 

to maintain power. 

7. The role of the citizen in American democracy and the role the media plays in linking 

citizens to government and politics.  

8. American political culture.  

9. The mechanics of government and the process of making and enforcing decisions 

10. The politics of public policy.  

 

Learning Objectives:  At the Conclusion of this course, the student will be 

able to: 

1.  Describe the historical development of the U.S. governmental and political system, 

especially the influence of the theories of Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton. 

2. Explain the relationship between politics and power, and the nature of human behavior in 

the American democracy. 

3. Communicate to others the power of myths and symbols in American politics. 

4. Demonstrate mastery of specific information concerning American government and the 

media, and organized interest in the politics of public policy.  

5. Analyze and interpret political science data, including-but not limited to-voting results, 

demographics, public opinion polling information (short-term and longitudinal), budget 

distribution, interest group membership and geographic distribution, and Electoral 

College voting patterns.  The student will be able to interpret, synthesize and extrapolate 

from political science data that is presented in multiple forms, including but not limited to 



–graphs, charts, political cartoons, quotations, and public documents.  The student will be 

able to support an argument or position and present conclusions using data from multiple 

sources. 

Course Level: 

This is a college level course that will give students an analytical perspective on government 

and politics in the United States.  This course involves both the study of general concepts 

used to interpret U.S. politics and the analysis of specific case studies.  It also requires 

familiarity with the various institution, groups, beliefs, and ideas that constitute U.S. political 

reality.  Topics covered will include:  Constitutional Underpinnings of United States 

Government; Political Beliefs and Behaviors; Political Parties and Interest Groups; 

Institutions and Policy Process of National Government; and Civil Rights and Civil Liberties. 

Course Content: 

This course will include both primary and secondary source material as well as audio-visual 

materials that focus on American Government and politics.  Methods of Instruction will be 

primarily limited to lecture and discussion. 

Grades: 

Grades include the Midterm and Final Examinations and analytical essays.  A high premium 

is placed upon excellent writing and analytical thought.  Test will be weighted at 70%, 

quizzes at 20%, and all other work will be weighted at 10%. 

Student Responsibilities: 

1. Attendance:  Students must attend class to receive the greatest benefit from instruction 

and class interaction.  Students are never able to completely make up missed class work.  

Nevertheless, students with excused absences will be allowed to make up work according 

to school policy.  It is the student’s responsibility to contact the instructor-outside of 

class-to complete missed assignments.  Students with unexcused absences will be 

allowed to make up missed work and will receive a zero for any assignment/test/report 

due on the day of an unexcused absence.  Attendance is the responsibility of the student 

and the parents.  Late work will not be accepted. 

2. Participation:  Each student is responsible for participating in class discussions, making 

presentations when assigned, and contributing to the learning process of the class.  In 

order to fulfill their responsibility it is necessary to be in class on time with all materials 

including paper and a writing instrument.  

3. Assignments:  Students are responsible for coming to class prepared.  Reading 

assignments will include, but not limited to:   textbook, government documents, and 

primary sources; newspaper and periodical readings government reform proposals; 



polling and interviewing; specific memorization requirements; preparation of position 

papers on political issues; and preparation of analytical essays. 

4. Plagiarism and cheating:  Each student is required to do their own work.  Plagiarism 

and/or cheating will not be tolerated, and if detected, will result in a failing grade for the 

project/assignment and a disciplinary referral.  Just in case there is any misconception, 

two people submitting identical work, even outlines, are guilty of cheating.  Dishonesty 

may result in a failing grade for this class. 

5. Failure to take the final exam may result in a failing grade for this class.  

 

Required Reading and Units of Study: 

James Q. Wilson and John J. Dilulio, Jr.   American Government,   12th edition, Houghton 

Mifflin Company/Wadsworth Cengage Learning.  New York. 

Peter Woll. American Government Readings and Cases, 16
th

 edition, Pearson Longman, New 

York.  2006 

Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay.  The Federalist Papers.  Selected Essays. 

The Constitution of the United States of America 

 

Unit 1:  The Study of American Government and the Constitution of the 

United States 

Objectives: 

- Identify the two basic questions political scientists ask about government and explain 

why these questions are distinct. (Who Governs? To what ends?)  

- Understand terms from Wilson & Dilulio Chapter 1 & 2 and use them to demonstrate 

knowledge of approaches to the study of political science. 

- Explain the significance of the Declaration of Independence. 

- Discuss the so-called failures of the Articles of Confederation. 

- Compare the plans at the Constitutional Convention.  

- List and explain the compromises of the Constitution.  

- Outline the major arguments of the Anti-Federalists.  

- Explain why the Bill of Rights was added to the Constitution 

        Unit 1 Assignments: 

- Memorize the Preamble to the Constitution.  

- Memorize sentence from Declaration of Independence 



- Read Woll#1, Locke.  

- Prepare essay on Locke reading.  

- Read Wilson & Dilulio, Chapter 1&2. 

- Read Woll 2&3, Roche & Beard and prepare essay. 

- Interpret political cartoons related to the Revolution.  

- Quiz on each text chapter  

- Unit 1 Exam 

     Unit II:  Federalism and Political Culture 

 Objectives: 

-  Diagram and explain the differences among a unitary, confederal, and federal system 

of government. 

- Explain why a federal system was adopted by the Constitutional Convention.  

- Explain how Articles IV and Vi and the “Necessary and Proper: clause impact 

horizontal and vertical federalism 

- Cite specific Supreme Court cases that have impacted the exercise of power in 

America’s federal system.  

- Understand the terminology of Wilson & Dilulio Chapter 3&4 and distinguish among 

the various forms of federal aid and grants. 

- Compare and contrast national policies of federal versus unitary governments. 

- Define political culture and identify the dominant aspects of U.S. political culture and 

the origins of those aspects.  

- Distinguish between internal and external poltical efficacy  

Unit II Assignments: 

- Read Wilson & Dilulio Chapters 3 & 4 

- Quiz on each Chapter 

- Real Woll # 6,8,10 Hamilton & Madison and prepare essay 

- Read Woll# 12 McCulloch v. Maryland (1819) and prepare brief 

- Read Woll# 13 Gibbons v. Ogden (1824) and prepare brief 

- Read Woll # 14 Grodzins and prepare essay.  

- Read Tocqueville “The Tyranny of the Majority” and prepare discussion notes 

- Read Article I, Sections 8,9,10 all of Article IV; Paragraph 2 of Article VI. 

- Read selections (to be announced):  on Tocqueville/civic involvement and political 

efficacy. 

- Interpret and analyze longitudinal, cross-national public opinion data on political 

culture 

- Unit II Exam 



      Unit III:  Public Opinion and Political Participation (Voting) 

 Objectives: 

- Discuss the impact of race, ethnicity and gender on public opinion. 

- List the sources of public opinion and explain the basics of polling.  

- Using the concepts of “public” and “private” complete a matrix that charts differences 

in opinion among liberals, conservatives, libertarians, and populists. 

- Define political ideology, explain the impact of media on opinion, and provide 

explanations for the lack of ideological thinking in the United States. 

- Provide an overview of eh history of voting in the United States and make 

connections between prohibitions on voting and modern voting turnout.  

- Demonstrate knowledge of the Fifteenth, Nineteenth, twenty-Third, Twenty-Fourth 

and the Twenty-Sixth Amendments.  

- Describe the shift of voting control form state to the U.S. national Government. 

- Distinguish between electorate and registered voters, and discuss those variables that 

contribute to low voter turnout. 

- Cite percentage turnout differences among presidential off-year, and local elections.  

- Understand the terminology in  Wilson and Dilulio Chapters 7 & 8 

Unit III Assignments: 

- Read Wilson & Dilulio Chapters 7 & 8 

- Read Woll #s 26, 38, 39 prepare essay on one reading 

- Quiz on Chapter 7 & 8 

- Complete the assignments related to interpreting and analyzing public opinion polling 

data.  Submit your essay explaining the mechanics of conducting a statistically valid 

public opinion poll.  

- Submit your written analysis and conclusion of voting data citing trends in voting and 

voting behavior as impacted by demographic and geographical variables.  

- Complete data analysis associated with the conversion of popular vote to Electoral 

College vote. 

- Articulate an interpretation of political cartoons related to public opinion, the public’s 

knowledge of politics, and government and voting. 

- Read Article I, Section 4 and Article II, Section 1, paragraphs 3&4. 

- Read Amendments 12, 15, 19, 23, 24, 26, and be familiar with their provisions.  

- Unit III Exam 

 

 

 



     Unit IV:  Political Parties, Campaign, and Elections 

 Objectives: 

- Describe American political parties and compare and contrast American parties with 

European political parties. 

- Trace the development of the U.S. party systems and explain why parties are weaker 

today than in the past.  

- Describe the structure of major political parties and compare them with minor or third 

political parties.  

- Compare and contrast the Democrat and Republican parties.  

- Define candidate oriented campaigns and contrast them with campaigns of the 

nineteenth century. 

- Discuss the importance of campaign funding and the laws that govern funding.  

- Contrast presidential campaigns with congressional campaigns.  

- Present a winning electoral strategy for either a Democrat or Republican presidential 

candidate.  

- Be able to address the question of whether elections do or do not result in major 

policy changes in the U.S.  

- Understand the terms in Wilson and Dilulio Chapters 9 & 10. 

Unit IV Assignments: 

- Read Wilson & Dilulio Chapters 9 & 10. 

- Quiz on each chapter.  

- Read Woll 31,32,34,37 Schattschneider, California Democratic Party v. Jones, 

Wattenberg, and Ginsbery & Shefter and prepare essay.   

- Read Woll 40, 41, 43 Buckley v. Valero, McConnel v. Federal Elections Commission, 

Mann & Ornstein and prepare essay. 

- Read Article (to be assigned) 

- Design and present a campaign strategy for a Democrat or Republican candidate for 

president using voting data patterns and state by state distribution of electoral votes.  

- Using data from graphs and charts, explain why congressional and presidential 

campaigns are different and why off-year congressional campaigns may differ from 

congressional campaigns conducted during presidential election years.  

- Using graphs and charts reflecting campaign donations and spending, explain the 

relationship between money and campaign success.  Submit your essay along with 

copies of the graphs and charts used in your analysis.  

- Interpret political cartoons related to political parties, campaigns and elections, and be 

prepared to present your interpretation to the class on a date assigned. 

- Unit IV Exam 



     Unit V:  Interest Groups and the Media 

 Objectives: 

- List the differences between political parties and interest groups.  

- Explain why there are so many interest groups in the United States. 

- Outline the history of interest groups in American and identify the kinds of 

organizations Americans join.  

- Discuss the connections between an organization’s profile and leadership and its 

impact on public policy.  

- Identify the parts of the 1
st
 Amendment that breath constitutional life into American 

interest groups.  Explain why laws that attempt to control interest groups influence 

are relatively ineffective.  

- Understand the terms of Wilson & Dilulio Chapters 11 & 12 

Unit V Assignments: 

- Read Wilson & Delulio Chapters 11 & 12 

- Read Madison, Federalist No. 10, answer the questions and prepare essay.  

- Read the cutting from Postman, “Amusing Ourselves to Death…” and prepare essay 

on the reading.  

- Read Woll #44 Berry and prepare to discuss in class. 

- Using the graphic on the consolidation of media ownership, present an analysis of the 

impact of consolidation on the quantity and quality of political news available to the 

American citizen 

- Using data from graphs and charts defend the assertion that interest group 

membership in America reflects an upper-class bias. 

- Be prepared to extemporaneously interpret political cartoon on interest groups and the 

media. 

- Using membership numbers of AARP and demographic data, defend the assertion 

that fundamentally altering the Social Security program carries significant political 

risk.  

- Quiz on chapter 11&12 

- Unit V Exam 

 

 

 

 

 



Unit VI:  The Congress 

 Objectives: 

- Understand the terminology Wilson & Dilulio Chapter 13.  Be prepared to use the 

terms in reference to the legislative process.  

- Contrast a parliament with the Congress, and explain the role the Framers expected 

the Congress to play in governing the United States. 

- List the significant eras of Congress, and discuss their differences. 

- Explain how members of Congress are elected and describe the characteristics of 

members.  

- Discuss the role that political parties play in Congress.  

- Explain how a bill becomes a law and the role of the president in the law-making 

process, especially, but not exclusively, in the budget process.  

- Describe the functions that committees play in Congress.  

- Contrast the structure, rules, and norms of the House with the Senate.  

- Identify the variables that influence a member’s vote.  

Unit VI Assignments: 

- Read Wilson & Dilulio Chapter 13 

- Memorize the terms.  

- Quiz on chapter 13.  

- Quiz on Congressional terms 

- Read Woll #s 64, 66, 67 Madison, Fiorina, and Dodd and prepare essay. 

- Read Woll #s 69, 70, 71, 72 Fenno, Polsby, Mayhew, Fenno and prepare essay. 

- Using partisan, geographic and interest group data present a hypothesis that explains 

why members of Congress vote as they do.  

- Using graphs and charts, present a demographic profile of Congressional 

membership. 

- Using congressional campaign contribution information, public opinion polling data 

and voter turnout statistics, explain why approximately 98% of the House incumbents 

and approximately 75% of the Senate incumbents are re-elected.  

- Using geographic political party affiliation data, explain why there is so little 

electoral competition in the House of Representatives.  

- Using PAC contribution data, present possible arguments as to whether or not there is 

a connection between PAC contributions and bills passed by Congress.  

- Interpret political cartoons related to Congress and members of Congress.  Use 

polling data in your interpretation.  

- Using budget numbers and percentages (taxes, borrowing, spending) explain why 

entitlements constrain congressional options to change public policy.  

- Unit VI Exam 



  

    Unit VII – The Executive Branch 
  

 Objectives 

 

- Compare and contrast the Prime Minister of Great Britain with the President of the 

United States. 

- List and explain fully the role of the president as “chief.” 

- Explain how the Electoral College system works, and be able to defend and criticize 

the system as a method of electing the president. 

- Discuss the dilemma of the Framers in crafting executive power, and explain the roles 

they envisioned the president might play in governing. 

- Explain the meaning of the Constitution as an “Invitation to Struggle” between 

Congress and the president. 

- List the formal and informal requirements to serve as president and the formal and 

informal powers of the office. 

- Explain the theory of the “unitary executive,” and compare that theory to the 

“constitutional,” “stewardship,” and “prerogative” theories of the presidency. 

- Apply the theories of the presidency to specific presidents and eras of presidential 

power. 

- Explain of the “Modern Presidency” differs from other eras of the presidency, and 

how public opinion and persuasion impact the modern presidency.  

- Discuss presidential disability and succession. 

- List and describe offices that constitute the executive branch. 

- Describe the characteristics of the American bureaucracy. 

- Compare the American bureaucracy with the British bureaucracy. 

- Discuss the recruitment, hiring, retention, and demographic characteristics of federal 

bureaucrats. 

- Describe how federalism, separation of powers, and interest group activity impact 

public administration. 

- Explain why it is so difficult to “reform” the bureaucracy. 

- List and compare the foreign policy powers of the president with those of Congress. 

- Explain why the president has “primacy” in foreign affairs. 

- Describe the role of public opinion on foreign policy and articulate de Tocqueville’s 

observations about democracies and foreign policy. 

- Explain how world views impact foreign policy orientations of elites and how they 

have impacted decision-making. 

- Summarize the connection between the budget process, the Department of Defense, 

and weapons systems. 

- List the components of the foreign policy decision-making structure and tie that 

structure to specific legislation. 

- Cite selected Supreme Court cases relevant to foreign policy decision-making and 

civil liberties in time of war. 

- Comment on the impact of the “War on Terror” on foreign and military policy and 

civil liberties. 



 

Unit VII – Assignments  

 

- Read Wilson & DiIulio, Chapters 14. 15, 17, 20. 

- Understand terminology of each chapter. 

- Quiz on each text chapter. 

- Read Article II and Amendments 12, 20, 22, 23, 25. 

- Read Federalist No. 51. 

- Read Woll #s 50, 51, 51, - Hamilton, Rossiter, Neustadt – and prepare essay on 

Neustadt. 

- Read Woll #s 53, 62, 63 – Cronin & Genovese, Wall, Wilson – and prepare an essay.  

- Read Woll #s 57. 58, 59, 60, 61 – Ex Parte Milligan (1866), Mauro, Ex Parte Quirin 

(1942), Hamdi v. Rumsfeld (2004). 

- Using public opinion polling data, graphs, and charts, defend the proposition that a 

president can expect his approval ratings to fall over time. 

- Using public opinion polling data and presidential proposal success data, prepare a 

class presentation that demonstrates how a president’s power to persuade Congress is 

dependent (to a great extent) on his approval rating. 

- Create a budget pie chart that demonstrates how entitlement programs limit the 

president’s budget proposal options. 

- Unit VII Exam 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Unit VIII- The Judiciary, Civil Liberties, Civil Rights 

 Objectives: 

- Explain judicial review and discuss its impact on the two great questions of political 

science. 

- Outline the structure of the federal court system, distinguish between constitutional 

and legislative courts, and discuss the presence of a dual court system. 

- Distinguish among types of law, and outline the path of cases to the Supreme Court. 

- Be familiar with landmark court cases, and be able to explain the impact of selected 

cases on “who governs?” and “to what ends?” 

- Discuss the history of the Bill of Rights and power of the majority, the significance of 

the 14
th

 Amendment’s intent, and the impact of Slaughterhouse Cases. 

- Define “selective incorporation” and the “nationalization” of the Bill of Rights, and 

identify important cases that proscribed the power of state and local majorities. 

- Describe the constitutional reasoning of the connection between the Bill of Rights and 

the Fourteenth Amendment. 

- Trace the expansion of the Bill of Rights from Gitlow to Miranda. 

- Set out the struggle between order and liberty in time of war, citing important 

Supreme Court decisions. 

- Explain why speech and religion are such vexing constitutional issues, citing specific 

Supreme Court decisions. 

- Demonstrate and appreciation for the political, economic, and social struggle 

experienced by racial and ethnic minorities in America and by women.  

- Identify the key elements from 1865-1965 that institutionalized racism and 

segregation in America. 

- Reference the struggle of African Americans, their failures and successes in attacking 

societal and de jure segregation in America. 

- Cite Supreme Court cases and statutory laws that helped end de jure segregation in 

America, from Slaughterhouse to the 1877 Compromise, to Plessy, to Brown, and the 

1964 Civil Rights Act and 1965 Voting Rights Act.  

- Explain de facto segregation and the Court’s decision in Charlotte – Mecklenburg. 

- Discuss the goals of affirmative action, citing the class of “rights” associated with 

such programs. Reference Court cases including Bakke, Adarand, and Gratz/Grutter.  

- Discuss the emergence of the gay rights movement and the role of states in the 

marriage/civil-union debate. 

Unit VIII – Assignments: 

- Read Wilson & DiIulio, Chapters 16, 5, 6. 

- Understand terminology of each chapter. 

- Read Article III, Amendments 1-10, Amendment 14. 



- Demonstrate command of Supreme Court decisions from the text and from the 

instructor’s hand-out. 

- Quix on each chapter and on selected Supreme Court cases. 

- Read Woll #s 73, 74, 75, 77, 78, 79, 80 – Hamilton, Marbury v. Madison, Roche, 

Brennan, O’Connor, Rehnquist, Scalia. 

- Prepare essay on Woll #75, Roache. 

- Read Federalist No. 78. 

- Citing specific Supreme Court cases, prepare a graphic that illustrates the selective 

incorporation of the Bill of Rights.  

- Citing specific Supreme Court cases, argue in an essay that the separation between 

Church and State in the United States is not absolute. 

- Using data on elected officials and race, prepare a class presentation that 

demonstrates a relationship between civil rights protection and the increase in the 

number of black elected officials.  

- Distinguish between “suspect” and “semi-suspect” in discrimination cases and “strict 

scrutiny” and “reasonableness” standards. 

- Using public statements and primary sources prove the following statement false: 

“Most presidents have been staunch supporters of the goals of the civil rights 

movement.” 

- Using primary documents, write an essay that explains why black voters support 

Democratic candidates from public office overwhelmingly. 

- Using the Court’s most recent school desegregation rulings, defend or refute the 

following statement: “President George W. Bush’s appointments to the Supreme 

Court have resulted in decisions that weaken the impact of Brown v. Board of 

Education (1954).” 

- Using judicial appointment data by race and gender for the years 1963-2004, be able 

to answer this question in class discussion: Which presidents, Democratic or 

Republican, appointed more black and women lawyers to the federal bench? 

Speculate as to why that was, and what, if any, policy implications might result from 

those appointments. 

- Prove that interest groups are involved in the judicial process of the United States.  

- Unit VIII Exam 

COMPREHENSIVE FINAL EXAMINATION &AP EXAM 

 

        

  

 



 

 

 


