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In a democracy, the views of citizens are expected to guide government activity and public policy. That makes 
public opinion a central concern in the study of democratic politics. This course examines public opinion in 
contemporary American politics. We will discuss how to conceptualize and measure public opinion, where 
opinions “come from,” the nature of opinion about several salient issues, and whether public opinion affects 
policymaking. The course has four learning objectives: 
 

1) You will comprehend how surveys are conducting and how to interpret their results. 
 

2) You will evaluate theories of how people form opinions and answer to survey questions. 
 

3) You will understand—and reflect on—debates about the “competence” of the public and how much 
public opinion should affect public policy. 
 

4) You will become a savvier consumer of public opinion data, which you’ll see in the news for the rest 
of your life. 

 
Blackboard. The syllabus, PowerPoint presentations, and other course documents will be posted on the 
Blackboard page for this course. 
 
Required reading. There is one required book for this course, available at the GW Bookstore: 
 

Clawson, Rosalee A., and Zoe M. Oxley. 2013. Public Opinion: Democratic Ideals, Democratic 
Practice, 2nd Edition. Washington: CQ Press. 

 
Other readings are available on Blackboard. In addition, I recommend that you read the polling blog Pollster. 
My own blog, The Monkey Cage, also comments on polling and public opinion from time to time.  
 
Class meetings. I will always begin class on time and you should arrive on time. While we are in class, 
laptops, smart phones, and other electronic devices are not allowed, except for the purpose of taking quizzes. 
 
There are two reasons for this policy. First, studies of electronic devices in classrooms show that a student 
with the ability to browse on a laptop will remember less of what occurred during class. Moreover, a student 
who does not have a laptop but can see another student’s laptop also remembers less. Electronic devices tend 
to distract both the user and those around them.1 

                                                      
1 Helene Hembrooke and Geri Gay. 2003. “The Laptop and the Lecture: The Effects of Multitasking in 
Learning Environments.” Journal of Computing in Higher Education 15(1): 46-64. Faria Sana, Tina Weston, and 
Nicholas J. Cepeda. 2013. “Laptop multitasking hinders classroom learning for both users and nearby peers.” 
Computers and Education 62(1): 24-31. 

http://blackboard.gwu.edu/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/news/pollster/
http://www.themonkeycage.org/
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Second, at least one study suggests that taking notes on laptops leads to less learning than taking notes by 
hand. Taking notes on a laptop creates a tendency to transcribe information verbatim, while taking notes 
forces you to process and reframe the information, which contributes to learning.2 
 
Course requirements. Your grade will reflect the following components: 
 

 Quizzes. There will be regular quizzes given at the beginning of class. The quizzes will cover 
material from the previous class and/or the readings due in class that day. Typically, they will be 
composed of 5 multiple choice questions. 
 

Frequent quizzes have been shown improve students’ learning significantly. In one recent study 
in a large introductory class in psychology, instituting on-line quizzes appeared to improve 
students’ performance (especially among students whose families were less wealthy).3 Moreover, 
students taking this class also did better in their other classes that semester, and in the classes 
they took the next semester. This suggests that frequent assessment helps students develop study 
habits that are beneficial in other courses, not just the course that assigns quizzes. Frequent 
quizzes also help me ascertain how well concepts are understood, so that I can adjust the content  
accordingly. 
 
There will be 18 quizzes total.  I will drop your 3 lowest quiz grades and average the remaining 
15.  You will receive a 0 for any quiz that you miss because of an unexcused absence.  The dates 
of the quizzes are indicated in the course schedule below. 
 

 Participation. Your attendance and participation in class is required. Everyone begins with a 
participation grade of 100.  Everyone is allowed 2 unexcused absences for any reason.  Five points 
will be deducted from your participation grade for any of these reasons: 
 
1) Any unexcused absence beyond the two you are allowed.  Absences are excused only for reasons 
of documented illnesses, family emergencies, or observance of a religious holiday. 
 
2) If you are in class on 1/27 but do not turn in the short paper due that day. 
 
3) If I call on you in class and you are not prepared to answer the question. 
 
Simply coming to class having done the reading and assignments ensures that you will get a 100 for 
this portion of the course. 
 

 Research paper.  You will choose a topic and investigate public opinion about that topic, drawing 
on historical and current polls, scholarly research, and any other relevant material.  You will write a 
10-page paper that fully describes the nature of public opinion and its implications for politicians and 
public policy.  Different components of that paper will be due throughout the semester. 
 

  

                                                      
2 Mueller, Pam A., and Daniel M. Oppenheimer. 2014. “The Pen Is Mightier Than the Keyboard: Advantages 
of Longhand Over Laptop Note Taking.” Psychological Science 25: 1159-1168. 
3 Pennebaker JW, Gosling SD, Ferrell JD (2013). “Daily Online Testing in Large Classes: Boosting 
College Performance while Reducing Achievement Gaps.” PLoS ONE 8(11): e79774. 
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0079774. 

http://www.plosone.org/article/info%3Adoi%2F10.1371%2Fjournal.pone.0079774
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Course grades. Your grade in the course will be a weighted average of the requirements: quizzes (50%), 
participation (20%), and research paper (30%). 
 
I will grade on the following scale: A (93-100), A- (90-92), B+ (87-89), B (83-86), B- (80-82), C+ (77-79), C 
(73-76), C- (70-72), D (60-69), and F (0-59). Note that there are no +/- grades in the D or F range. 
 
Here are several important details of my policy on course grades: 

 If you have questions about the grade you received on an assignment, I am happy to answer those 
questions and to suggest ways that you can do better. 

 If you do not think that the grade you received reflects the quality of your work, you may ask for the 
assignment to be graded again. To do so, submit a formal appeal in writing, explaining why you think the 
grade you received is not a fair reflection of the quality of your work.  The new grade, whether higher or 
lower, will then become your final grade on this assignment.  

 If you do not complete an assignment, you will receive you a 0 for the assignment. 

 Late assignments will be penalized one-half of a letter grade for each day that the assignment is late. That 
is, if the assignment is due on Tuesday and you complete it on Wednesday, the highest grade you can 
make is a B+. If you complete it on Thursday, the highest grade you can make is a B-. And so forth. 

 The only acceptable excuses for not completing an assignment on time are illness or family emergency. If 
either circumstance arises, I will give you extra time, but only if you (1) communicate with me before the 
assignment is due, and (2) provide documentation of the circumstance. You must do both of these things 
in order to avoid penalties for a late assignment. You may also communicate directly with the Dean of 
Students and that office can notify faculty of your absence. 

 There are no opportunities to re-do assignments or to do extra-credit work in this course. 

 I do not “curve” grades. At the end of the semester, I will calculate your grade as described above and 
then round to the nearest whole number (e.g., an 86.5 becomes an 87). That grade becomes your final 
grade. I will not increase any person’s grade solely to change their letter grade. So if you make an 89.4, you 
will make a B+, not an A-. 

 
Academic dishonesty. In the Code of Academic Integrity, the University defines academic dishonesty as 
“cheating of any kind, including misrepresenting one’s own work, taking credit for the work of others without 
crediting them and without appropriate authorization, and the fabrication of information.” Scholastic 
dishonesty also includes, but is not limited to, providing false or misleading information to receive a 
postponement or extension on a test, quiz, or assignment, and submission of essentially the same written 
assignment for two different courses without the prior permission of faculty members. By accepting this 
syllabus and participating in the course, you have agreed to abide by this Code. Students who violate the Code 
are subject to disciplinary penalties, including failure on the assignment in question, failure in the course, and 
other penalties imposed by the University. See: http://www.gwu.edu/~ntegrity/index.html 
 
Medical needs, illnesses, and other emergencies. If a medical need will affect your work, please 
communicate with me. I can accommodate this but communication and documentation is necessary. 
 
Special needs. George Washington University provides appropriate academic accommodations for qualified 
students with disabilities. To determine if you qualify, contact the Disability Support Services at (202) 994-
8250 (V/TDD). If they certify your needs, I will work with you to make arrangements. 
 
Religious holy day observance. If an assignment or exam is due on a day when you are observing a 
religious holy day, I will work with you to find an acceptable alternative time to complete the assignment. 
  

http://www.gwu.edu/~ntegrity/index.html
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PART I. WHAT IS PUBLIC OPINION? AND HOW CAN WE MEASURE IT? 

Jan. 13, 15 What Is Public Opinion? 

 Clawson and Oxley, Chapter 1.

 V.O. Key. 1961. Public Opinion and American Democracy. New York: Knopf. pp. 3-18.

 Zaller, John. 1992. The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion. pp. 6-28.

Jan. 20 The Basics of Survey Research 

 QUIZ

 Zaller, John. 1992. The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion. pp. 28-39.

 Clawson and Oxley, pp. 27-40.

Jan. 22 Survey Mode, Non-Response, and Representativeness 

 QUIZ

 Pew Research Center. 2012. “Assessing the Representativeness of Public Opinion Surveys.” pp. 1-25.

 Pew Research Center. 2012. “Assessing the Cell Phone Challenge in Survey Research in 2010.”

Jan. 27 Questionnaire Design 

 Short paper (1 page): Find a poll question that was asked on an actual survey and critique the
question wording or response options.

 Asher, Herbert. 2001. Polling and the Public: What Every Citizen Should Know. Washington DC:
Congressional Quarterly Press. Chapter 8.

Jan. 29 Interpreting Surveys 

 Paper topic due.

 Zukin, Cliff. “Sources of Variation in Public Election Polling: A Primer.”

PART II. WHERE DO ATTITUDES COME FROM? 

Feb. 3 Developing a Political Self 

 QUIZ

 Clawson and Oxley, Chapter 2.

Feb. 5 Developing a Political Self 

 QUIZ

 Wilcox, Clyde, and Patrick Carr. 2009. “The Puzzling Case of the Abortion Attitudes of the Millenial
Generation.” In Barbara Norrander and Clyde Wilcox (eds.), Understanding Public Opinion (3rd ed.).
Washington DC: Congressional Quarterly Press.

 Putnam, Robert D. 2000. Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. New
York: Simon & Schuster. Chapter 14.

http://www.pewresearch.org/files/old-assets/pdf/1601-cell-phone.pdf
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Feb. 10 The Impact of Self-Interest 

 QUIZ

 Clawson and Oxley, pp.173-179.

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

 Green, Donald, and Ann Elizabeth Gerken. 1989. “Self-Interest and Public Opinion toward
Smoking Restrictions and Cigarette Taxes.” Public Opinion Quarterly 53(1): 1-16.

Feb. 12 Political Symbols 

 Sears, David O. 1993. “Symbolic Politics: A Socio-Psychological Theory.” In Shanto Iyengar and
William J. McGuire (eds.), Explorations in Political Psychology. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Feb. 17 Racial and Ethnic Identities 

 QUIZ

 Clawson & Oxley, Ch. 7 and pp. 284-291.

 Tesler, Michael. 2012. “The Spillover of Racialization into Health Care: How President Obama
Polarized Public Opinion by Racial Attitudes and Race.” American Journal of Political Science 56(3): 690-
704.

 Tesler, Michael. 2012. “The Spillover of Racialization into Evaluations of Bo Obama.” Model Politics
blog (April 10).

Feb. 19 Racial and Ethnic Identities 

 QUIZ

 Brader, Ted, Nicholas A. Valentino, and Elizabeth Suhay. 2008. “What Triggers Public Opposition
to Immigration? Anxiety, Group Cues, and Immigration Threat.” American Journal of Political Science
52(4): 959-978.

Feb. 24  Media Influence 

 QUIZ

 Clawson and Oxley, Chapters 3 and pp. 118-125 (the discussion of Zaller’s Receive-Accept-Sample
model).

Feb. 26  Media Influence 

 Research paper outline and bibliography due.

 QUIZ

 Bosso, Christopher. 1989. “Setting the Agenda: Mass Media and the Discovery of Famine in
Ethiopia.” In Michael Margolis and Gary A. Mauser (eds.), Manipulating Public Opinion: Essays on Public
Opinion as a Dependent Variable. Pacific Grove, CA: Brooks/Cole Publishing.

http://prospect.org/article/unenlightened-self-interest
http://today.yougov.com/news/2012/04/10/spillover-racialization-evaluations-bo-obama/
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Mar. 3 Media Influence 

 QUIZ

 Gilens, Martin. 1999. Why Americans Hate Welfare: Race, Media, and the Politics of Antipoverty Policy.
Chicago: University of Chicago. pp. 133-153 (Chapter 6, “Media Distortions: Causes and
Consequences”).

Mar. 5 Ideology and “Ideological Innocence” 

 QUIZ

 Clawson and Oxley, Chapter 5.

 Lewis-Beck, Michael et al. 2008. The American Voter Revisited. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press. (Chapter 10: “The Formation of Issue Concepts and Partisan Change.”)

Mar. 17  Political Information 

 QUIZ

 Clawson and Oxley, Chapter 8.

Mar. 19  Heuristics 

 QUIZ

 Lupia, Arthur. 1994. “Shortcuts versus Encyclopedias: Information and Voting Behavior in
California Insurance Reform Elections.” American Political Science Review 88(1): 63-76.

 Bartels, Larry M. 2008. “The Irrational Electorate.” The Wilson Quarterly, Autumn.

PART III. THE CONTOURS OF CONTEMPORARY U.S. OPINION 

Mar. 24, 26 Political Polarization 

 QUIZ

 Hetherington, Marc J. 2009. “Putting Polarization in Perspective.” British Journal of Political Science
39(2): 413-448.

 Iyengar, Shanto, Gaurav Sood, and Yphtach Lelkes. 2012. “Affect, Not Ideology: A Social Identity
Perspective on Polarization.” Public Opinion Quarterly 76(3): 405-431.

Mar. 31  War and Foreign Policy 

 QUIZ

 Jacobson, Gary C. 2007. A Divider, Not a Uniter: George W. Bush and the American People. New York:
Pearson Longman. pp. 119-162 (Chapter 6, “Illusion, Disillusion, and Faith in the President after
‘Mission Accomplished’”).

 Berinsky, Adam J. 2007. “Assuming the Costs of War: Events, Elites, and American Public Support
for Military Conflict.” Journal of Politics 69(4): 975-997.

 Hayes, Danny, and Matt Guardino. 2011. “The Influence of Foreign Voices on U.S. Public Opinion.”
American Journal of Political Science 55(4): 830-850.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2944882
http://www-personal.umich.edu/~lupia/Papers/Lupia1994_ShortcutsEncyclopedias.pdf
http://www.gsood.com/research/papers/AffectNotIdeology.pdf
http://www.gsood.com/research/papers/AffectNotIdeology.pdf
http://web.mit.edu/berinsky/www/files/acw.pdf
http://web.mit.edu/berinsky/www/files/acw.pdf
http://home.gwu.edu/~dwh/influence.pdf
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April 2 Climate Change and Global Warming 

 Pew Research Center. 2012. “More Say There Is Solid Evidence of Global Warming.” October 15.

 Egan, Patrick J., and Megan Mullin. 2012. “Turning Personal Experience into Political Attitudes: The
Effect of Local Weather on Americans’ Perceptions about Global Warming.” Journal of Politics 74(3):
796-809.

April 7 Gun Control and Gun Rights 

 See the findings here.

April 9 Civil Liberties 

 RESEARCH PAPER DUE IN CLASS.  You must also upload an electronic copy to SafeAssign
on Blackboard so that I can check for plagiarism.

April 14  Trust in Government 

 QUIZ

 Clawson & Oxley, Chapter 11.

 Hibbing, John, and Elizabeth Theiss-Morse. 2002. Stealth Democracy: Americans’ Beliefs about How
Government Should Work. New York: Cambridge University Press. pp. 129-159 (Chapter 6, “Americans’
Desire for Stealth Democracy”).

April 16  NO CLASS 

PART IV: IS THE GOVERNMENT LISTENING? SHOULD IT? 

April 21  Public Policy 

 QUIZ

 Clawson & Oxley, Chapter 12

April 23 Public Policy 

 QUIZ

 Gilens, Martin. 2005. “Inequality and Democratic Responsiveness.” Public Opinion Quarterly 69(5):
778-796.

 Gilens, Martin, and Benjamin Page. 2014. “Testing Theories of American Politics: Elites, Interest
Groups, and Average Citizens.” Perspectives on Politics 12(3): 564-581.

http://www.people-press.org/2012/10/15/more-say-there-is-solid-evidence-of-global-warming/
http://politics.as.nyu.edu/docs/IO/4819/eganmullin.pdf
http://politics.as.nyu.edu/docs/IO/4819/eganmullin.pdf
http://www.pewresearch.org/key-data-points/gun-control-key-data-points-from-pew-research/
http://www.people-press.org/2017/06/22/public-views-about-guns/#total
http://www.people-press.org/2017/06/22/public-views-about-guns/#total



