
Pitzer College 
Political Studies 

PS 109: Special Topics in American Politics: Public Opinion  
 

Contact Information 
Course Instructor: Professor Jennifer Merolla 
Office:  McManus Hall 226, CGU Campus 
Phone: 909-621-8695 
E-mail: jennifer.merolla@cgu.edu 
Office hours: Wednesdays, 11:00 to 12:30, or by appointment  
 
Course Schedule 
Semester: Spring 2013 
Meeting day, time:  Mondays, Wednesdays, 1:15-2:30 
Course Location: Broad Center 208 
 
Course Description 
This course is concerned with understanding what public opinion is, how one measures it, 
the forces that influence it, and how this relates broadly to democracy. In the first part of the 
course, we deal with questions of what public opinion is and how people answer surveys. In 
the second section of the course, we will focus on how to measure opinions and present 
public opinion data. In the third part of the course, we will turn to the many influences on 
public opinion, which include long term factors such as one’s own self interest and values.  
We will also consider short-term influences such as the media and campaigns. The final part 
of the course deals with manifestations of public opinion in many different policy areas.   
 
The primary goal of the course is to help you gain an understanding of how the public forms 
opinions on matters of politics and what this means for the quality of democracy in the U.S. 
political system. Another important goal is to show you how to develop and do basic 
analyses of public opinion surveys. The class is a seminar, and thus is largely based on class 
discussion.   
 

Background Preparations (Prerequisites) 

There are no prerequisites for this course. 
 

Course Learning Outcomes:  

By the end of this course, students will be able to: 
1.  Understand what public opinion is and what it means for American democracy 
2.  Understand how to measure public opinion through modern polling 
3.  Discuss the forces that shape public opinion 
4.  Examine public opinion in different policy areas 
5.  Construct a public opinion survey 
6.  Do a basic analysis of public opinion data 
7.  Refine communication skills in seminar participation and assignments. 
8.  Improve writing skills in course assignments. 
 



Texts and Journal References 
The following books are available in the Huntley bookstore.  
 
Clawson, Rosalee A. and Zoe M. Oxley. 2012. Public Opinion: Democratic Ideals, Democratic 
Practice, 2nd Edition. CQ Press: Washington, D.C. 
 
Asher, Herbert. 2010. Polling and the Public, 8th Edition. CQ Press: Washington, D.C. 
 
Berinsky, Adam. 2009. In Time of War: Understanding American Public Opinion from World War II 
to Iraq (Chicago Studies in American Politics) [Paperback]. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. 
 
Levendusky, Matthew. 2009. The Partisan Sort: How Liberals Became Democrat and Conservatives 
Became Republican. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Journal articles and other book chapters are listed in the list of weekly readings section.  
Unless otherwise stated, journal articles can be accessed through the library website.  
Chapters from other books will be available in the resources section of the Sakai class 
website. 
 
Course Requirements & Assignments: 
 
Discussion Questions and Participation: 15%  
You will email one discussion question before each class meeting (Sunday before 5:00 p.m. 
for Monday’s class and Tuesday before 5:00 p.m. for Wednesday’s class). This is to help 
facilitate discussion. Given the seminar format, active participation is required for this 
course. If participation is lacking, students may be asked to present some of the reading 
material in a given week.   
 
Survey Design: 15% 
You will create a 20-item survey on a topic of your choice and present it to the class (10%).   
 
Survey Analysis: 15% 
You will also do a short assignment analyzing some public opinion survey data (15%). 
 
Exam: 25% 
After section III, you will do an essay exam on the material you learned in that section. 
 
Final Paper and Presentation: 30% 
You will prepare a research paper dealing with public opinion on a contemporary issue. You 
will discuss the various influences of public opinion on this issue and then present some 
evidence of the effect of those influences on opinions. You can put your own survey into 
the field and report the results or work with existing data on public opinion. You will present 
your research the last week of class. The paper should not exceed 15 double spaced pages 
including appendices and references. The paper is worth 25% of the grade while the 
presentation is worth 5%.   
 



Note: If you are a graduate student, please see course instructor for an addendum 
with additional assignments. 
 
Important Dates 
Survey Design Presentations: February 27th and March 4th  
Survey Analysis Assignment:  March 25th 
Exam: April 15th 
Paper Presentations: May 6th and May 8th 
Final Paper Due: Seniors (May 7th), non-Seniors (May 10th) 
 
Grading 
 
Letter Grade Grade Point Description Learning Outcome 

A 4.0 Complete mastery of course material 
and additional insight beyond course 
material 

Insightful 

B 3.0 Complete mastery of course material Proficient 
C 2.0 Gaps in mastery of the course 

material; not at level expected by 
program 

Developing 

D 1.0 Severe gaps in mastery of course 
material; well below level expected by 
program 

Ineffective 

E 0.0 Performance in course is completely 
unsatisfactory 

Completely 
Ineffective 

 
Course Policies 
 
Attendance 
Students are expected to attend all classes.  Students who are unable to attend class must 
seek permission for an excused absence from the course instructor.  Unapproved absences 
or late attendance for three or more classes may result in a lower grade or an “incomplete” 
for the course.  If a student has to miss a class, he or she should arrange to get notes from a 
fellow student and is strongly encouraged to meet with the professor to obtain the missed 
material.  
 
Scientific and Professional Ethics 
The work you do in this course must be your own. Feel free to build on, react to, criticize, 
and analyze the ideas of others but, when you do, make it known whose ideas you are 
working with. You must explicitly acknowledge when your work builds on someone else's 
ideas, including ideas of classmates, professors, and authors you read.  If you ever have 
questions about drawing the line between others' work and your own, ask the course 
professor who will give you guidance. Exams must be completed independently. Any 
collaboration on answers to exams, unless expressly permitted, may result in an automatic 
failing grade.  Any violations of academic integrity will be reported to the Dean of Students.   
 

 



Instructor Feedback and Communication 

The best way to get in touch with me is via email.  I will respond to email messages within 
two business days. If you do not hear from me, please re-send your message as it may have 
gone to spam. 

 

Expectations and Logistics 

The class format is a seminar, and thus is largely based on class discussion. It is expected that 
you will have completed and thought about the reading before attending class. It is 
incumbent on every participant in the class (instructor and students alike) to maintain an 
environment conducive to learning. We should always remember that people bring 
differences with them into the classroom and that these differences should be respected. It is 
imperative that each of us maintain civility and professionalism when asking questions and 
making comments.  

Since this is a seminar, participants should be talking to each other, rather than to computer 
screens. Typing away on a computer can be distracting to the conversation, so try to keep it 
to a minimum. It is fine to take notes on a computer or tablet if the instructor is lecturing, 
but note taking is not generally necessary during the discussion portion of class. It is 
expected that you are not using the computer for other activities during class (e.g. checking 
your face book page).    

Please respect your fellow classmates—be on time, don’t be disruptive, turn off your cell 
phones, and really listen to them. 

Late assignments will lose 1/3 of a grade each day they are late, unless there is a documented 
emergency. 

Exams cannot be rescheduled except in cases of documented emergency. 

I will post information for the course on the Sakai page. Please check it often.  

Any student with a documented disability (physical, learning, or psychological) needing 
academic accommodations should speak with me in the first few weeks of the course so we 
can make proper arrangements for course assignments. 

List of Weekly Readings 
*If you are a graduate student, please see instructor for an addendum with additional 
reading. 
 
Part I: Defining and Measuring Public Opinion 
 
January 23rd:  Organizational Meeting 
 
January 28th:  Views of Public Opinion 
Clawson and Oxley, Chapter 1 
Key V.O, Chapter 1, p3-18 (reserve reading) 
 



January 30th:  How Much Do People Know about Politics? 
Clawson and Oxley, Chapter 8 
Delli Carpini and Keeter, Chapter 2 (reserve reading) 
 
February 4th:  How Do People Think about Politics?  
Clawson and Oxley, Chapters 4 and 5 
 
February 6th: Models of Opinion Formation 
Zaller, Chapters 2 and 3 (reserve reading) 
 
February 11th: Models of Opinion Formation Continued 
Lodge, Milton, Marco R. Steenbergen, Shawn Brau. 1995. “The Responsive Voter: 

Campaign Information and the Dynamics of Candidate Evaluation.”  The 
American Political Science Review 89(2): 309-326.  

Alvarez and Brehm, Chapter 2 (reserve reading) 
 
Part II.  Measuring Public Opinion 
 
February 13th: Polling the Public 
Asher, Chapters 1 and 2 
 
February 18th: Question Wording and Sampling 
Asher, Chapters 3 and 4 
 
February 20th: Conducting Surveys and Presenting Results 
Asher, Chapters 5 and 8  
 
February 25th: Use of Polls  
Asher, Chapters 6 and 7 
 
February 27th: Survey Presentations 
 
March 4th:  Survey Presentations 
 
March 6th:  Types of Variables and Descriptive Statistics 
Kellstedt and Whitten, Chapter 6 (reserve reading) 
Salkind, Chapter 4 (reserve reading) 
 
March 11th: Relationships between Variables  
Kellstedt and Whitten, Chapter 8 (reserve reading) 
 
March 13th:  Review of using SDA 
 
Part III:  Influences on Public Opinion 
 
March 25th:  Socialization and Genetics 
Clawson and Oxley, Chapter 2 



Alford, John R., Carolyn L. Funk, and John R. Hibbing.  2005.  “Are Political Orientations 
Genetically Transmitted.” American Political Science Review 99: 153-168.  

 
March 27th:  Self-Interest  
Chong, Dennis, Jack Citrin, and Patricia Conley. 2001. “When Self Interest Matters.” Politcal 

Psychology 22: 541-570.  
Gomez, Brad T., and J. Matthew Wilson. 2001. “Political Sophistication and Economic 

Voting in the American Electorate: A Theory of Heterogeneous Attribution.” 
American Journal of Political Science 45(4): 899-914.  

 
April 1st: Partisanship and Values 
Levendusky, Matthew. The Partisan Sort: How Liberals Became Democrat and Conservatives Became 

Republican, Chapters 1-4 
 
April 3rd: Partisanship and Values 
Levendusky, Matthew. The Partisan Sort: How Liberals Became Democrat and Conservatives Became 

Republican, Chapters 5-7 
 
April 8th: The Media and Campaigns 
Clawson and Oxley, Chapter 3 
Druckman, James N. 2001. “On the Limits of Framing Effects: Who Can Frame?” The 

Journal of Politics 63 (4): 1041-1066.  
 
April 10th:  The Media and Campaigns Continued and Review Session 
Huber, Gregory A. and Kevin Arceneaux. 2007. “Identifying the Persuasive Effects of 

Presidential Advertising.” American Journal of Political Science 51:957.  
 
April 15th:  Exam 
 
Part IV: Consequences of Public Opinion 
 
April 17th:  Support for Civil Liberties and Civil Rights 
Clawson and Oxley, Chapters 9 and 10 
 
April 22nd:  Economic and Environmental Policy 
Rudolph, Thomas J. 2009. “Political Trust, Ideology, and Public Support for Tax Cuts.” 

Public Opinion Quarterly 73: 144-158.  
Nisbet, Matthew C. and Teresa Myers. 2007. “The Polls—Trends: Twenty Years of Public 

Opinion about Global Warming.” Public Opinion Quarterly 71: 441-470.  
 
April 24th: Social and Education Policy 
Plutzer, Eric and Michael Berkman. 2008. “Trends: Evolution, Creationism and the 

Teaching of Human Origins in Public Schools.” Public Opinion Quarterly 72: 540-553. 
Brewer, Paul R. 2003. “Values, Political Knowledge, and Public Opinion about Gay Rights: 

A Framing-Based Account.” Public Opinion Quarterly 67: 173-201. 
 
April 29th: Foreign Policy 
Berinsky, In Time of War, Chapters 1-5 



 
May 1st:  Foreign Policy 
Berinsky, In Time of War, Chapters 6-9 
 
May 6th:  Presentations   
May 8th:  Presentations 


