
JOMC 244 � 
Talk Politics: An Introduction to Political Communication 

Spring 2015 
�Tuesday and Thursday, 12:30pm-1:45pm, Carroll 283 

 
Professor: Daniel Kreiss  
E-mail: dkreiss@email.unc.edu  
Phone: 415.238.6924 (mobile)  
Twitter: @kreissdaniel  
Office: 377 Carroll Hall  
Hours: 10:00am-11:00am, T/Th and by appointment  
 
 This course provides a detailed overview of political communication in the United 
States. Our task is threefold: to analyze the actors, technologies, and forms of 
communication that together constitute public debate. We focus closely on the processes 
of political communication, with an eye to how the state, press, political parties, civil 
society organizations, social movements, campaigns, and the public interact to shape 
public life and produce political culture. We consider the social and technological 
contexts that shape the production, distribution, and reception of political 
communication. At the same time, we define ‘political communication’ broadly to 
encompass the vast range of symbolic political expression, from political advertisements 
to protest events.  
 We will use current events on the campaign trail to analyze the role of 
communication in the democratic process and the workings of the central institutions that 
organize political debate. Throughout the semester we will analyze campaigns and 
governance through the lens of the theories and concepts that we encounter in 
interdisciplinary readings that span the fields of communication, political science, and 
sociology. We will seek to evaluate and rework these theories through our close 
observation of governmental processes as they unfold.  
 The School of Media and Journalism’s accrediting body outlines a number of 
values you should be aware of and competencies you should be able to demonstrate by 
the time you graduate from our program. Learn more about them here: 
http://www2.ku.edu/~acejmc/PROGRAM/PRINCIPLES.SHTML#vals&comps Students 
taking this course will be able to think critically, creatively, and independently, learn how 
to conduct research and evaluate information, write correctly and clearly, and critically 
evaluate their own work and that of others. 
 
Readings  

There are two required books for this class, in addition to readings that will be made 
available on Sakai.  

Jeffrey Alexander. The Performance of Politics: Obama's Victory and the Democratic 
Struggle for Power. New York: Oxford University Press. 2010.  

Andrew Perrin. American Democracy From Tocqueville to Town Halls to Twitter. Polity 



Press. 2014. 

Grades  

Participation: 60% �  

Final paper and presentation: 40%  

Course Requirements  

Participation  

This course is premised on active discussion and is run as a seminar. You are expected to 
come to class having completed the readings and ready to discuss them. In addition, we 
will open each class period with up to 30 minutes of open discussion about politics.  As 
such, you are expected to be following the daily political media. 

You will also have a more structured participation assignment:  

Issue Case Studies 
 
During the semester, students will work in small groups to present issue case studies 
during two class periods.  This will involve background research about a public policy 
issue, the selection of background readings for class, an in-class presentation about the 
issue (30 minutes), and the facilitation of class discussion. Topics may include issues 
such as climate change, criminal justice, terrorism, the economy, abortion, health care – 
whatever students want to spend a week learning more about. Students will be 
responsible as a group for choosing these issues, researching the topic, compiling 
accessible social science and science writing and journalistic coverage of the issue, 
identifying the positions of candidates during the 2016 elections and elected 
representatives, and analyzing the issue. 
 
Final Paper and Presentation  

You will produce a 6-8 page final paper and deliver a 4-minute presentation on a topic 
related to political communication. You have two options. You may either produce an in-
depth literature review of scholarly work on a political communication topic or a detailed 
case study of some communication element of the current presidential campaign. As an 
example of the former, if you choose “negative advertising,” your task is to summarize 
the body of scholarly research relating to the effectiveness and consequences of negative 
advertising. For the latter, you may focus on one candidate’s media strategy or an 
overarching issue, such as “How do Republicans use social media to reach 
their base?” or “What role has Super PAC money played in advertising during the 
primary race so far?” 
 
The strongest papers and presentations will advance an original argument that draws on 
and provides evidence from class and outside readings as well as observations from the 
campaign trail. Final papers are due on the date of our final exam, which is Tuesday, May 



3rd at 12:00pm. You must bring a hard copy to the exam date, which is when we will hold 
final presentations. You may use any citation style (APA, Chicago, etc.) as long as you 
are consistent. You must include a properly crafted reference list with your final paper. 
While there is no specific number of sources you must use in your final paper, a good 
paper will have at least 10. 
 
Students may, and are encouraged to, work in small groups for their final paper and 
presentation assignment, subject to approval of the instructor. During the final class 
presentations, we will have YoPo. Flavor requests are due by Monday, May 2nd. 
 
Resources  

Most of the readings for the class are on Sakai. As students, you have access to all of 
these resources. In addition, students should pay particular attention to blogs that bridge 
social science and journalism. Here are a few of my favorites: 

ESPN’s 538: http://fivethirtyeight.com/  

The Washington Post’s The Monkey Cage: 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/  

The New York Times’s Upshot: http://www.nytimes.com/upshot/  

Vox’s The Mischiefs of Faction: http://www.vox.com/mischiefs-of-faction  

Special Accommodations: 
If you require special accommodations to attend or participate in this course, please let 
the instructor know as soon as possible. If you need information about disabilities visit 
the Accessibility Services website at https://accessibility.unc.edu/ 
 
Honor Code: 
I expect that each student will conduct himself or herself within the guidelines of the 
University honor system (http://honor.unc.edu). All academic work should be done with 
the high levels of honesty and integrity that this University demands. You are expected to 
produce your own work in this class. If you have any questions about your responsibility 
or your instructor’s responsibility as a faculty member under the Honor Code, please see 
the course instructor or Senior Associate Dean Charlie Tuggle, or you may speak with a 
representative of the Student Attorney Office or the Office of the Dean of Students. 
 
Seeking Help: 
If you need individual assistance, it’s your responsibility to meet with the instructor. If 
you are serious about wanting to improve your performance in the course, the time to 
seek help is as soon as you are aware of the problem – whether the problem is difficulty 
with course material, a disability, or an illness. 
 
Diversity: 
The University’s policy on Prohibiting Harassment and Discrimination is outlined in the 



2011-2012 Undergraduate Bulletin http://www.unc.edu/ugradbulletin/. UNC is 
committed to providing an inclusive and welcoming environment for all members of our 
community and does not discriminate in offering access to its educational programs and 
activities on the basis of age, gender, race, color, national origin, religion, creed, 
disability, veteran’s status, sexual orientation, gender identity, or gender expression. 
 
Course Schedule  
 
Part One: Democracy and Campaigns  
January 12th 

Introduction to the course  

What is Democracy? 

January 14th 

Perrin, American Democracy, Introduction and Chapter 1 

January 19th 

Perrin, American Democracy, Chapter 2 

Gary Jacobson, How Do Campaigns Matter? 

Campaign Culture and Rhetoric 

January 21st 

Alexander, Preface, Prologue, and Chapter 1� 

January 26th 

�Alexander, Chapter 2 & Note on Concept and Method� 

January 28th 

Alexander, Chapters 5 & 6� 

Technology-Intensive Campaigning� 

February 2nd  

�Kreiss, Prototype Politics, Chapter 1 

February 4th 

�Kreiss, Prototype Politics, Chapter 5 



Digital Media and Campaigning 

February 9th  

Kreiss, Seizing the Moment 

February 11th  

Freelon and Karpf, Of Big Bird and Bayonets 

Field Campaigning 

February 16th   

�Nielsen, Ground Wars, Chapters 1 and 2� 

February 18th  

�Alexander, Chapter 3� 

Campaign Advertising  

February 23rd  

Travis N. Ridout, Michael Franz, Kenneth M. Goldstein, and William J. Feltus, (2012). 
“Separation by Television Program: Understanding the Targeting of Political Advertising 
in Presidential Elections.” Political Communication 29(1): 1-23.  

February 25th   

Daniel Kreiss and Lisa Barnard, “A Research Agenda for the Effects of Online Political 
Advertising: Surveying Campaign Practice, 2000-2012.” (2013). International Journal of 
Communication.  

Campaigns and the Press  

March 1st 

Joan Didion, Insider Baseball. Available online at: 
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/1988/10/27/insider-baseball/  

Jay Rosen, So I Will Attempt to Explain Why Trump’s Candidacy Has Been So 
Confounding to Our Political Press. Available online at: http://pressthink.org/2015/11/i-
will-try-to-explain-why-the-trump-candidacy-has-been-so-confounding-to-our-political-
press/#p20 

March 3rd 

Prior, Media and Political Polarization 



Campaigns, Movements, and Civil Society 

March 8th 

Perrin, American Democracy, Chapter 5 

March 10th 

Kreiss, The Virtues of Participation Without Power 

SPRING BREAK MARCH 15th-17th  

Part Two: Political Issues, Campaigns, and Public Debate  

March 22nd 

Class Group One 

March 24th  

Class Group One 

March 29th  

Class Group Two 

March 31st 

Class Group Two 

April 5th 

Class Group Three 

April 7th 

Class Group Three 

April 12th 

Class Group Four 

April 14th 

Class Group Four 

April 19th 

Class Group Five 



April 21st 

Class Group Five 

April 26th  

Wrap Up 

Perrin, American Democracy, Chapter 6 

Tuesday, May 3rd  

12:00pm Final Papers and Project Presentations  


