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Course description and goals

This course is designed to introduce students to some of the fundamental questions
and issues of politics. We will begin by asking what questions should be considered
“political,” and why they should be thought of as political questions.

We will not, however, spend the entire semester in theorizing. Politics is a
practical science, and we will consider the real-world implications of some of
our provisional answers to fundamental political questions, focusing on current
political issues. Though some of the topics we’ll cover are already set, the issues
we discuss during the latter part of the semester will be determined by student
interest.

By the end of the semester, students will have:

• explored some important political issues,
• developed an understanding of those issues,
• begun to develop positions on those issues, and be able to defend those

positions,
• developed their analytical and writing skills, and
• learned some computing, research, and information management skills that

will benefit them in their future studies and careers.

In the course of our exploration of the issues chosen for this semester, students
will also learn how to ask appropriate questions, such as:

• What is the issue at hand?
• How should we understand or frame the issue?
• What theories underlie competing approaches to the issue?
• What are the central questions involved?
• What kind(s) of evidence would help us begin to answer our questions?
• Where might we look for such evidence?

As students work to accomplish these objectives through their participation in
class and their completion of assignments, they will also meet some of the broader
goals of the Sophia Program in Liberal Learning. We will focus particularly on:

Social Science I LO1 outcomes:
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• A Saint Mary’s student identifies and explains social science concepts and
theories about human behavior, systems, and cultures.

• A Saint Mary’s student applies social sicence concepts and theories in her
analysis of human behavior, systems, and cultures.

• A Saint Mary’s student recognizes and explains e�ects of diversity and
equity in specific areas such as class, race, religion, age, gender, sexual
orientation, disability, and/or privilege.

LO2 outcomes in writing:

• LO2 : Writing Program Outcomes (suboutcomes for LO2)
• A Saint Mary’s student employs conventions of academic writing. . . : All

goals (please see below) express these conventions. Mechanics* focuses
on technical details such as citation form. This is also addressed by the
Revision outcome: “A Saint Mary’s student reevaluates and revises her
work in response to feedback.”

• . . . to formulate meaningful claims,: A Saint Mary’s student expresses the
central idea of her essay in a focused thesis (Thesis).

• construct e�ective arguments,: A Saint Mary’s student organizes her
material in a logical sequence of well-structured paragraphs (Organization).

• and employ evidence appropriately.: A Saint Mary’s student supports her
ideas with su�cient persuasive evidence (Support).

• She communicates her ideas in writing with precision and style.: A Saint
Mary’s student expresses her ideas clearly and appropriately for the in-
tended audience (Style), and *she follows conventions of grammar, punc-
tuation, syntax, and citation in the discipline in which she is writing
(Mechanics).

When and where we meet

• We meet Monday, Wednesday, and Friday mornings at 9:00 am in Spes
Unica 137.

• On Wednesday afternoons, we meet at 3:00 pm in Spes Unica 335.

Contact information and o�ce hours

The most reliable way to contact me is by email at acavende [at] saintmarys.edu.
Please note that I do not check email on Sundays — ever. I sometimes check on
Saturdays, but not regularly. Weekends excepted, I make every e�ort to respond
to email within 48 hours. If it’s been longer than that and you haven’t heard
back, please don’t hesitate to check with me to be sure I received your message.
I’m also reachable by phone at 574-284-4430.
My o�ce hours are
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• Tuesday, 8:30 a.m. - 10:30 a.m. in 116 Spes Unica
• Tuesday, 1:00 p.m. - 3:00 p.m. in 263 Spes Unica
• Friday, 10:00 a.m. - 11:00 a.m. in 263 Spes Unica

If those times don’t fit your schedule, we can certainly make other arrangements,
so please don’t hesitate to ask. You’re also welcome to just stop by the o�ce,
and if it’s a good time, we can talk then. If it’s not a good time I’ll be honest
and tell you that, but I’ll also pull up my calendar so that we can arrange a
time that does work for both of us.

Texts needed

No specific books are required for this course, but there are several that you
may find useful. Investigate them at your leisure, and choose those that you
think will be most helpful to you during your college years (and beyond). The
lists here are intended to be suggestive, not exhaustive.

The following three books discuss style in general, and are enjoyable to read:

• Fogarty, Mignon. 2008. Grammar Girl’s Quick and Dirty Tips for Better
Writing. New York: Henry Holt and Co.

• Fogarty, Mignon, and Erwin Haya. 2011. Grammar Girl Presents the
Ultimate Writing Guide for Students. New York: Henry Holt and Co.

• Harvey, Michael. 2003. The Nuts & Bolts of College Writing. Indianapolis,
IN: Hackett Pub. Co.

The books below are reference works. They cover such issues as the writing
process, grammar, citation, and the styles appropriate to the various disciplines
(Zotero is incredibly helpful for handling citation styles, but it won’t help you
with the writing style appropriate to a particular discipline).

It’s good to have such a reference work ready to hand. I’d suggest you look them
over (you’ll find these or similar books in many library reference departments,
so you can explore before making a purchase decision), and choose one that
covers the style(s) — e.g., APA, MLA, Chicago (CMS, which has both notes
and author-date variants) — most commonly used in your intended major. In

this course, we’ll be using the Chicago author-date style.

• Modern Language Association of America. 2009. MLA Handbook for
Writers of Research Papers. 7th ed. New York: The Modern Language
Association of America.

• Hacker, Diana and Nancy Sommers. 2011. Rules for Writers. 7th ed.
Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s.

• Hacker, Diana, Nancy Sommers, and Marcy Carbajal Van Horn. 2011. A
Writer’s Reference. 7th ed. Boston, MA: Bedford/St. Martins.
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• Lipson, Charles. 2011. Cite Right: a Quick Guide to Citation styles–MLA,
APA, Chicago, the Sciences, Professions, and More. 2nd ed. Chicago;
London: University of Chicago Press.

• Turabian, Kate L. 2007. A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, Theses,
and Dissertations: Chicago Style for Students and Researchers. 7th ed.
Chicago; London: The University of Chicago Press.

Course calendar and assignment schedule

Please refer to the online calendar or to the PDF version linked in the sidebar of
the course website.

Assignments and exams

The assignments in this course are as follows:

Assignments Point value

Personal political essay 75
Op-ed 100
Article review 125
Sourced essay draft 80
Sourced essay final 100
In-class essays (2) 150 (75 each)
Annotated bibliography 110
Online portfolio 110
Group presentation 100
Weekly freewriting/brainstorming 50

Personal political essay: An essay of approximately 500-750 words in which
students select a political issue that they think is important, and explain why
they think it’s important. Having done that, they suggest what we should do
about the issue, and why they think their suggestion is a good idea. A revision
of this essay will be required.

Op-Ed piece: A persuasive essay of no more than 800 words, in which students
argue a clear position on a current political issue.

Article review: An essay of approximately 1000-1250 in which students critically
evaluate a peer-reviewed journal article, analyzing its structure, weighing the
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quality of its arguments, and making a judgment about its usefulness for indi-
viduals researching their topic (students will evaluate an article chosen because
they think it will be helpful to them in preparing their group presentation and
sourced essay).
Sourced essay: An essay of 1250-1750 words on a political issue of interest (and
on which the students’ group presentation focuses), in which students state a
clear thesis (which might be persuasive, informative, or exploratory) that they
develop in a logical, ordered way, making use of source material to support their
key points. A revision of this essay will be required.
In-class essays: In-class essays provide students with the opportunity to practice
writing clear, focused essays in a timed environment. Students must complete
two of three in-class essays; if they opt to do all three, I will drop the lowest
score.
Annotated bibliography: To develop their ability to find and evaluate sources,
each student will prepare an annotated bibliography containing at least four
sources. Completion of this assignment will also help students find appropriate
materials for their sourced essay and group presentation.
Online portfolio: Students will compose all of their essays in Google Documents.
They will use Google Documents in combination with WordPress to create an
electronic portfolio that showcases their writing. First-year students enrolled

in SPLL101 are already creating an electronic portfolio focused on the

integration of learning. They need not create a new portfolio; instead,

they should simply create a separate section for their “W” work.

Weekly freewriting/brainstorming: One of the best ways to generate ideas for
writing is to, well, write. Generative writing need not be formal, organized, or
grammatically correct, but it’s essential to sit down and actually do it. Each
student will create a Google Document for such writing, and share it with me.
In weeks 3-12 (i.e., the week beginning September 8 through the week beginning
November 17,), students will add at least 250 words of such generative writing to
that document. I will check the documents on Friday afternoons of those weeks.
(This assignment is graded as either done or not done, with five points awarded
for each week it’s completed.)
There are no exams in this course.

Attendance

Regular attendance is expected. When you miss class you cheat yourself out of
both the material presented and your colleagues’ contributions to class discussion.
You also cheat your colleagues of your contributions to the class. Accordingly,
excessive absences may result in a lowering of your final grade for the course.
Some absences, I realize, simply can’t be avoided, but I don’t wish to get caught
up in trying to judge between “excused” and “unexcused” absences. Instead,
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I allot some “personal days,” which should be used for emergency situations,
illness, etc.

This course meets four times per week, so there are four personal days allotted.
Absences beyond that will result in a deduction of ten points from your semester
total for each additional absence.

Grading

Each assignment will be graded on a 100-point scale (where 93–100 = A, 90–92
= A-, 88–89 = B+, 83–87 = B, etc.), and that grade will be converted to a point
total based on the weight of the assignment.

The math is straightforward. If an essay worth 120 points receives a 90, the
conversion would look like this:

90/100 = x/120

100x = 10800

x = 108

So the grade would be recorded as 108.

You are responsible for keeping track of your own point totals during the semester.

There are 1000 points possible for the semester. Semester grades will be assigned
as follows:

930–1000 = A

900–929 = A-

880–899 = B+

830–879 = B

800–829 = B-

780–799 = C+

730–779 = C

700–729 = C-

600–699 = D

< 600 = F

Please note that the grade for the course and “fulfilling the W” are not directly
related to one another. It’s possible to do reasonably well in the class, yet still be
advised to take another W course.
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Academic honesty

Academic inquiry always involves conversation. Sometimes that conversation is
verbal; at other times, it takes written form. Whatever form it takes, academic
conversation at its best enables us all to learn from each other. The proper
citation of one’s sources is an important way of engaging conversation partners
who aren’t physically present. Plagiarism makes use of our conversation partners’
ideas without acknowledging their contribution; it robs them of their voice.

It is this failure to acknowledge and involve conversation partners that makes
plagiarism the most serious academic o�ense a student or faculty member can
commit. It is the passing o� of another’s ideas or words as one’s own; in e�ect, it
is theft. It also undercuts the trust that is essential in any community of learning.
The plagiarist shows disrespect not only for those from whom she steals and for
those to whom she presents the plagiarized work, but also for herself. She is, in
e�ect, saying that she is incapable of doing her own work, or that she is too lazy
to acknowledge others involved in the conversation.

For all of these reasons, Saint Mary’s College maintains an academic honesty
policy, which can be found on pp. 52-53 of the 2014-2015 Academic Guide for
First-Year Students. Accordingly, I treat incidents of plagiarism very seriously.
At minimum, a student whose work is discovered to be plagiarized will fail the
assignment in question. Truly egregious or repeated instances of plagiarism may
result in failure for the course, not just the assignment. In keeping with the
College’s policy, I will report instances of plagiarism to Academic A�airs.

We will be working together this semester to ensure that everyone in the class
is aware of what plagiarism is and is familiar with how to document sources
correctly. (Problems with citation style and/or formatting do not constitute
plagiarism. I will point out such problems and help you correct them, but as long
as, when you’ve borrowed words or ideas from someone else, you indicate that
and point to the source from which you’ve borrowed, you have not plagiarized.)
Both our own Writing Center and the Purdue Online Writing Lab (OWL) are
excellent resources, and can provide you with assistance in developing your
writing skills as well as assistance with proper documentation. If ever you are in
doubt as to whether your paper contains plagiarized elements, please ask prior
to submitting it. Given reasonable advance notice, I am always happy to go
over a draft with you, and to answer any questions you might have about how
to cite your sources properly. Never let the pressures of academia lead you into
dishonesty. Character, self-respect, and the enjoyment of good conversation are
far more important than what may seem more immediately obvious measures of
success.
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Class cancellation

If I need to cancel a class due to illness or some other serious reason, I will make
every e�ort to notify you prior to class time. I will email the class and post
a notice to this site, if at all possible, and I will also try to arrange to have a
notice of the cancellation posted outside the classroom.

If I am not in the classroom and you have received no notice of a cancellation,
please wait ten minutes before concluding that something has happened and I’ve
been unable to inform you.

Technology in the classroom

Electronic devices

I do not ordinarily police your gadget use in class, even when those gadgets
aren’t needed for a specific class activity. They can, after all, be very useful
for taking notes, looking up information related to the class discussion, and the
like. I do, however, ask that you be courteous. Please be sure that your cell
phone is set to silent (not vibrate, which can actually be quite loud, especially if
the phone happens to be in the same bag as your books) and is put away1, and
that your use of any devices does not become a distraction to yourself or others.
(Bear in mind that anyone sitting near you can probably see what’s on your
computer or tablet screen. Also, remember that multitasking while maintaining
focus is really di�cult. If you’re shopping or catching up on email, Twitter, or
Facebook, you’re missing a lot of what’s going on in class.)

I reserve the right to request that you put your device(s) away if I get the sense
that you’re not paying attention or that you’re distracting those around you.

Email

Email is the o�cial means of communication at Saint Mary’s College, and all
o�cial communications from the College will be sent to your saintmarys.edu
address. It is therefore essential that you check that address on a regular basis
(I would strongly recommend you check it daily during the work week). If you
fail to do so, you may miss vital information.

Please use your saintmarys.edu address for all communications regarding this
course. (If you have other email addresses and would like to be able to check
them all in one central location, please see me. I can make a few suggestions
about ways to do that.)

1
If you have an unusual situation that requires that you be able to monitor your phone

during class, please see me so we can determine how best to make any necessary accomodations.
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The Disabilities Resource O�ce and the Belles Against Vi-
olence O�ce

Saint Mary’s has two administrators that you may find helpful.

The first is Iris Giamo, who works with students with disabilities. If you have
any type of learning challenge and you have not contacted her, please do so
(284-4262 or igiamo@saintmarys.edu). She will assist you in getting all of the
resources you may need to do your very best in this class.

The second is Connie Adams, who is the director of the Belles Against Violence
O�ce (BAVO). If you experience or have experienced dating violence, sexual
assault, or stalking, she is here to help (284-4081 or cadams@saintmarys.edu).
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