
POLS-Y 317: 

VOTING, ELECTIONS, AND PUBLIC OPINION 

 

Summer Session II 2011: Tuesday/Thursday 9:30-11:35 

Wylie 005 

 

Nick Clark 

Woodburn 408 

Office Hours: Tuesday/Thursday 12:45-2:00 

E-Mail: nijclark@indiana.edu 

 

 

 

How do people come to their positions on different political issues? For example, why do some 

of us want the government to spend more on health care and others would go to great lengths to 

repeal the recent health care legislation? An individual’s position on this issue may be due to 

whether they stand to draw financial benefits from health care legislation, it may be the result of 

their upbringing and political values, or it may be due to some external force such as the media. 

The research on public opinion offers these and other explanations as to why individuals develop 

positions on different political issues. In this course, we will examine different conditions that 

shape an individual’s attitudes toward their government and their vote choices in elections. We 

will study public opinion and voting behavior in the United States and Western Europe over the 

last decade, seeking to determine whether the conditions explaining political attitudes change 

over time and across different countries. We will also consider how public opinion and elections 

affect our government. Do political leaders respond to changes in public opinion? Is the public 

actually able to influence the government’s policies? In studying public opinion and voting, we 

are thus exploring how well representative democracy works in the United States and Western 

Europe.  

 

 

 

Required Texts: 

 

Abramson, Paul R, John H. Aldrich, and David W. Rohde. 2012. Change and Continuity in the 

2008 and 2010 Elections. CQ Press.   

 

Althaus, Scott L. 2003. Collective Preferences in Democratic Politics: Opinion Surveys and the 

Will of the People. Cambridge University Press.    

 

Delli Carpini, Michael X. and Scott Keeter. 1996. What Americans Know about Politics and Why 

It Matters. Yale University Press.  

 

Lewis-Beck, Michael S., William G. Jacoby, Helmut Norpoth, and Herbert F. Weisberg. 2008. 

The American Voter Revisited. University of Michigan Press.  
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Assessment: 

 

 You may choose between 1 of 2 sets of requirements:  

 

 A.) 5% - class attendance 

10% - class participation  

  15% - review of first draft of final papers   

  35% - final examination 

  35% - final paper  

 

B.) 5% - class attendance 

10% - class participation  

  15% - review of first draft of final papers  

  20% - weekly memo summarizing each week’s readings  

  25% - final examination 

  25% - final paper  

  

Grading Scale: 

 

The numerical equivalents of the letter grades are: 

 

A+ = 98%-100%  C+ = 78%-80%  F = 60% or below 

A = 93%-98%   C = 73%-78% 

A- = 90%-93%  C- = 70%-73% 

B+ = 88%-90%  D+ = 68%-70% 

B = 83%-88%   D = 63%-68% 

B- = 80%-83%  D- = 60%-63% 

 

Final Paper:  

 

Your final paper should be a comparative analysis of 3-4 different presidential, congressional, or 

parliamentary elections from the last fifteen years. These elections should be from at least two of 

the following countries: the United States, Canada, Australia, Japan, or any country from 

Western Europe.  

 

The paper should evaluate one of the theoretical explanations for voting behavior from the 

course. In other words, what does each election (including the campaigns, elite rhetoric, media 

coverage, vote choices, and the election results) say about the public’s knowledge, partisanship, 

issue-based voting, or media bias in voting behavior? 

 

You should offer a brief introduction that previews the conclusion you expect to find about the 

theoretical approach under examination. An example thesis statement:  

In comparing the 1996 and 2008 US elections and the 1998 and 2009 German elections, I 

expect to find that partisanship is a much stronger and more consistent predictor of an 

individual’s vote choice than theorized in the voting behavior literature.  



The paper should then provide a brief literature review that summarizes (and properly cites) 

some of the research that has been conducted on the theoretical relationship you have chosen. 

You should next provide a brief synopsis of each election under study (the economic 

environment in the country, any major events that had just happened, the major political 

candidates for office, and the results of the election).  

 

The paper should include some sort of data analysis, whether a statistical analysis of polling data 

prior to the election or a narrative summary of media and/or scholarly articles on the election. In 

general, I would advise to seek out some sort of polling data from Gallup, the American National 

Election Studies, the Eurobarometer, or a national election study from your chosen country. 

Please see the instructor if you need help finding data.  

 

You should conclude with a summary of your findings and your evaluation of the theoretical 

approach. It is fine if you discover mixed results – one country may offer stronger evidence for a 

particular approach than another. Just be sure to note that in your conclusions, and offer some 

reasoning on why you think the two countries are different.  

 

The paper should be 15-20 double-spaced pages, using 12-point Times New Roman font and 

normal margins. Please note that the paper is due in stages, so that you must provide a first draft 

of the paper a couple weeks before the end of the course.   

 

General Business: 

 

Please note that class attendance is mandatory. You may miss two classes without providing an 

excuse. The class participation grade will be reduced by 7 points for every additional class 

missed. Anything covered in class lectures or assigned readings may be part of the examinations. 

If you miss a class, it is your responsibility to find out anything covered in class from another 

student.  

 

Make sure that you include proper citations in any written or oral work. Plagiarism will result in 

a failure for that assignment, referral to the administration and other potential consequences. 

Please consult the Code of Student Ethics for a definition of plagiarism.  

 

Please do not hesitate to ask questions, introduce discussion points, articulate your opinions and 

comment on the reading materials. 

 

 



Schedule: 
Day Topic Readings 

June 21 Public Opinion, Voting, and Democratic Theory  

June 23 Measuring Public Opinion Althaus 

Chapters 7 and 8 

June 28 Political Knowledge  Delli Carpini and Keeter 

Chapters 1 and 2  

June 30 Political Interest 

 

Delli Carpini and Keeter 

Chapters 4 and 5 

July 5 Information Effects Althaus 

Chapters 4 and 5 

July 7 Heuristics and the Media 

Due Date: elections and theoretical approach to be 

studied in final paper 

Selected Articles 

July 12 Voter Turnout  Lewis-Beck Chapter 3 

Abramson Chapter 4 

July 14 Partisanship and Voting Lewis-Beck Chapter 6 

Abromson Chapter 8 

July 19 Groups and Voting Lewis-Beck 

Chapters 11 and 12 

July 21 Retrospective Voting Lewis-Beck Chapter 13 

Abromson Chapter 7 

July 26 Changes in Electoral Behavior over Time 

Due Date: complete first draft of your paper, to be 

peer reviewed for comments and feedback 

Lewis-Beck Chapter 10, 

Afterward 

Selected Articles 

July 28 Public Opinion and Public Policy Selected Articles 

August 2 Differences in US and European Elections 

Due Date: peer review of paper first drafts  

Selected Articles 

August 4 2008 U.S. Elections  Abrasmson, et al Chapters 

1 and 2 

August 9 2009 German and 2010 UK Elections  Selected Articles 

August 11 Final 

Due Date: final paper 

 

 


