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Political Communication 

 
Communication Studies 160, Winter 2016 

Lecture: Tues and Thurs 12:30 – 1:45, Public Affairs Building 1234 
Section: Tuesday 2 – 2:50, Physics and Astronomy Building 1425 

  
This course considers the determinants of media content and the degree to which Americans’ 
political opinions and actions are influenced by that content. Specific topics include: 
 

• the history of the news media 
• recent media trends 
• theories of attitude formation and change 
• media bias 
• the role of sources in the construction of the news 
• the economics of news production and consumption 
• the ways in which media shape public perceptions of the political world 
• campaign communication, and  
• the general role of the mass media in the democratic process.   

 
 
Assigned Work and Grading 

 
Your grade is based on three exams (48% total), in-class reading quizzes (5%), participation 
(12%) and a group commercial project (35%). 
 
Tests 
Each exam is worth 16% and will be composed of a mixture of take-home essays and in-class 
closed-book short-answer questions. The final exam will occur during finals week and will be 
identical in format to the prior two tests.  The tests are for the most part not cumulative. 
 
Reading Quizzes 
On most days I will have a one-question reading quiz to test whether students have completed 
and understood the readings assigned for that day.  (On days that there are audio or video 
segments assigned, these may also be tested.)  These quizzes count toward your grade in two 
ways.  First, you receive participation credit regardless of how you answer the question.  Second, 
you receive performance credit based on whether or not you get the answer correct.  The final 
grade you receive for both participation and performance will be out of N-3 classes, where N is 
the number of classes in which we have a quiz.  This means that if we have a quiz in 17 classes, 
that your final grade will be out of 14 points.  In other words, you can skip three days or leave 
your clicker at home three days and still maximize your participation score.  (I cap this score at 



14 points – i.e. there is no extra credit.)  I do this to allow students to miss class for whatever 
reason, but also because the clicker hardware and software can sometimes cause problems.  You 
are responsible for making sure your clicker works.  Please bring your clicker with you on the 
second day of class (Thurs. 1/7), when we will make sure that everyone’s software is working 
correctly.  Please also check frequently to make sure your quiz grades are uploaded correctly to 
CCLE.  I will upload the quiz grades for each week after Thursday’s class at the latest. 
 
Participation 
Active participation in the class is essential. Some of the material for this class will only be 
covered in lecture. Beyond in-class clicker surveys, you will also fill out peer-evaluations of the 
commercial projects (see below), which will count for three participation points.  You are also 
asked to participate in several other ways, including suggesting exam questions and completing 
an audience survey questionnaire for the commercial projects. 
 
Group Commercial Project 
Each student will participate in a group of three to create a political advertisement for a fictitious 
presidential candidate.  This project will give students insight into the respective roles of sources 
and the news media in producing political communication. It will also familiarize students with 
practical methods of video production. The instructions for this project will be distributed 
separately. Storyboards will count as 5 points of your final grade, while the final video project 
will be 30 points.  You must also demonstrate proficiency in movie editing software. 
 

**All grading related issues will be handled by Billy.** 
 
Readings 
 
Readings for this class include: 

• A book.  Groeling, Tim. 2010. When Politicians Attack: Party Cohesion in the Media. 
New York: Cambridge University Press), which can be purchased online or at the 
bookstore. 

• Online readings available through links found in this syllabus or on the course website. 
Note that you will need to use a VPN connection (see 
http://www.bol.ucla.edu/services/vpn/ ) or proxy server 
(http://bol.ucla.edu/services/proxy/ ) to view much of this content from computers outside 
the campus network. If a reading has gone offline, please let me know and I will provide 
an alternative link.  Many are also available in the Fall 2015 course reader (which I have 
eliminated for this quarter’s class). 
 
Because this is the first quarter in which I am moving all readings to the online system, 
they are not all available yet on CCLE as of January 5th.  I am told by the library that they 
will all likely be available by the end of the second week.  All CCLE readings due before 
then are available now under the “Readings” tab. 

 
Clickers 
 



Students must purchase, rent, or borrow an iClicker remote for use in class quizzes (available at 
the bookstore). Any of the iClicker models should work fine, except for the web iClicker phone 
app, which requires wifi (which is unreliable) or iClickerGo, which is not compatible. You might 
also be able to reserve a free iClicker rental through UCLA’s lendme.oid.ucla.edu site. 
 
I have had students with faulty clickers that they either purchased, rented, or borrowed.  This is 
why it is imperative that you be sure your clicker is working correctly as soon as possible.  We 
will have a practice clicker session on the second day of class where student can make sure their 
clickers are functioning properly. 
 
Academic Integrity 
 
I take academic integrity very seriously.  You may not copy other people’s quiz answers/clicks, 
click for anyone else, bring a cheat sheet to class on the days of tests, plagiarize, copy answers 
from an online source, or obtain the answer key for any textbook.  These are only several 
examples of academic integrity violations.  If any of these or other violations occur, you will 
most likely fail the class and may face other repercussions from UCLA.  The department and 
school does not take these violations lightly.  People have been expelled from UCLA for 
cheating in CS160.  Please read information on UCLA’s academic integrity policy here: 
http://www.deanofstudents.ucla.edu/Portals/16/Documents/StudentGuide.pdf.  I reserve the right 
to upload your work to turnitin (plagiarism detection software). 
 
Other 
 
If you miss class, you are responsible for securing notes from another student.  Students who are 
very sick and contagious should not come to class or office hours!  Absences on the day of a test 
will only be excused in cases of an unforeseen emergency or illness.  These will be dealt with on 
a case-by-case basis.   
 
Please do not use computers, electronic tablets, or phones in class.  Lecture slides will be made 
available after class each week. 
 
All students with disabilities that may require special accommodations should contact the UCLA 
Office for Students with Disabilities (A255 Murphy Hall; 310-825-1501; 310-206-6083 
[telephone device for the deaf]) as soon as possible. 
 
 
 
  



Schedule 
 
 

Tues. Jan 5.  Introduction.   
Readings: none 
 
Thurs. Jan 7.  Early American Press. 
Readings:  

• Ladd, Jonathan M. 2012. Why Americans Hate the Media and How it Matters. Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press. Ch. 2. (CCLE) 

 
Other: Test clickers; practice quiz.  (Real quizzes will take place in almost every class after this.) 
 
Tues. Jan. 12.  Rise of Mass Media.  Broadcast and “Post-Broadcast” Media. 
Readings:  

• Prior, Markus. 2007. Post-Broadcast Democracy: How Media Choice Increases 
Inequality in Political Involvement and Polarizes Elections. New York: Cambridge 
University Press. Pp. 55-72. (CCLE)  

• McArdle , Megan. 2013. “We Are Googling the New York Times to Death.” Sep. 30, 
2013. Bloomberg.com. http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-09-30/we-are-googling-
the-new-york-times-to-death.html 

• Kaiser, Robert G. 2014. "The Bad News About the News." Brookings Institution. 
http://www.brookings.edu/research/essays/2014/bad-news 

 
Section: Form groups of three for your commercial projects.  These must be finalized by 1/21 at 
the latest. 
 
Thurs. Jan. 14.  Local News & Online News. 
Readings:  

• Pew Research Center for the People and the Press. 2012. "In Changing News Landscape, 
Even Television is Vulnerable: Trends in News Consumption: 1991-2012." Pew 
Research Center for the People and the Press. September 27. http://www.people-
press.org/2012/09/27/in-changing-news-landscape-even-television-is-vulnerable/ (you 
only need to read the overview page – the rest is optional) 

• Mitchell, Amy, Jeffrey Gottfried, Jocelyn Kiley, and Katerina Eva Matsa. 2014. "Political 
Polarization & Media Habits." Pew Research Center. October 21, 2014. 
http://www.journalism.org/2014/10/21/political-polarization-media-habits/ 

 
Tues. Jan. 19.  The Return of the Partisan Media (1). 
Readings:  

• Listen to This American Life “Red State/Blue State” Prologue and Act ONE.  
http://www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-archives/episode/478/red-state-blue-state?act=1 

• Baum, Matthew and Tim Groeling. 2008.  “New Media and the Polarization of American 
Political Discourse.” Political Communication. 25:345-365. 
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/fs/mbaum/documents/BaumGroeling_NewMedia.pdf 
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Thurs. Jan. 21. The Return of the Partisan Media (2).  The Knowledge Gap. 
Readings: 

• Stroud, Natalie. 2011. Niche News: The Politics of News Choice. New York: Oxford 
University Press. pp. 41-73. (CCLE) 

• Jerit, Jennifer.  2009.  “Understanding the Knowledge Gap: The Role of Experts and 
Journalists.” The Journal of Politics 71(2): 442-456.  
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&aid=5469988&fi
leId=S0022381609090380 

 
Due: 1. Send Billy the names of everyone in your group by email by 7pm.  (Only one email is 
necessary per group, but be sure to cc everyone in the group.)  2. Post 1-2 suggested exam 
questions 7pm. 
 
Other: Discuss storyboards project. 
 
Tues. Jan. 26.  Exam #1. 
 
Thurs. Jan. 28. Marketing. 
Guest Speaker: Mich Matthews, former Senior Vice President for Microsoft’s Central Marketing 
Group. 
 
Other: Possibly a short lecture in addition to our guest speaker. 
 
Tues. Feb. 2. Economics of News.  Competition and Ownership of the News 
Readings: 

• McManus, John. 1992. “What Kind of Commodity is News?” Communication Research. 
Pages 787-805. http://crx.sagepub.com/cgi/reprint/19/6/787.pdf 

• Gentzkow, Matthew and Jesse M. Shapiro. 2008. “Competition and Truth in the Market 
for News.” The Journal of Economic Perspectives, 22: 133-154. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/27648245 
 

Due: Complete the iMovie tutorial on Lynda.com by noon on 2/2.  Upload your certificate onto 
CCLE. 
 
Section: 1. Go over Exam #1. 
 
Thurs. Feb 4. Legal Setting. 
Readings: 

• Iyengar, Shanto. 2011. Media Politics. New York: W.W. Norton. Pp. 27-49. (CCLE) 
• Urofsky, Melvin. n.d. “Rights of the People: Freedom of the Press.” Chapter 4. Bureau of 

International Information Programs, U.S. Department of State. 
http://usa.usembassy.de/etexts/gov/peoplerights.pdf 

 
Tues. Feb. 9.  Informal Rules, Ethics, and Norms. 
Readings: 

http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&aid=5469988&fileId=S0022381609090380
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&aid=5469988&fileId=S0022381609090380
http://crx.sagepub.com/cgi/reprint/19/6/787.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/27648245
http://usa.usembassy.de/etexts/gov/peoplerights.pdf


• Rosenstiel, Thomas. 1994. Strange Bedfellows. Chapter 3: “New Hampshire Democrats.” 
(CCLE).  You can skim this. 

• Heilemann, John and Mark Halperin. 2010. “Saint Elizabeth and the Ego Monster.” New 
York Magazine. http://nymag.com/news/politics/63045/ 
 

Section: iMovie tutorial and go over storyboards. 
 
Thurs. Feb. 11. Objectivity and Bias. 
 Readings: 

• Listen to this Freakonomics podcast, “How Biased is Your Media?” 
http://freakonomics.com/2012/02/16/how-biased-is-your-media (36min) 

• Groeling, Tim. 2008. “Who’s the Fairest of them All? An Empirical Test for Partisan 
Bias on ABC, CBS, NBC, and Fox News.” Presidential Studies Quarterly.  
http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/cgi-bin/fulltext/121451851/PDFSTART 

• OPTIONAL: Groeling, Tim and Matthew Baum. 2009. “Shot by the Messenger:  An 
Experimental Examination of the Effects of Party Cues on Public Opinion Regarding 
National Security and War.” Political Behavior. 31: 157-186.  http:// 

• www.hks.harvard.edu/fs/mbaum/documents/ShotByTheMessenger_POBH.pdf 
 
Due: Storyboards.  Hand these in as paper copies at the start of class.  Billy will collect them and 
they will be considered late if they arrive after 12:32.  You can draw them out – they do not need 
to be digital since they are simply drafts.  Alternatively, if you already have a draft of your video, 
you can upload that instead.  If you anticipate being late or absent, please scan and upload the 
full storyboard to us before 12:30pm.  Only one assignment should be turned in for each group. 
 
Tues. Feb. 16.  Issue Advocacy Organizations.  Beats and Routines (1). 
Guest Speaker: Felix Schein, President of RALLY. 
 
Readings: 

• Review CA Proposition 8, and Supreme Court decisions that struck down this law.  You 
can review this using any source you like (here is one article discussing the SC cases: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/06/27/us/politics/supreme-court-gay-
marriage.html?pagewanted=all).   

• Rosenstiel 1994. Chapter 5: “The Clock” (CCLE) 
• Mutz, Diana C.  1995.  “Effects of Horse Race Coverage on Campaign Coffers: Strategic 

Contributing in Presidential Primaries” The Journal of Politics.  57(4):1015-1042.  
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2960400?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents 

 
Due: Audience Survey Questions and suggested exam questions (separate assignments) due by 
7pm. 
 
Thurs. Feb. 18.  Exam #2.  
 
Due: Complete audience survey by 7pm on Friday 2/19.  (Results will be distributed on or before 
Tues. 2/23.) 
 

http://nymag.com/news/politics/63045/
http://freakonomics.com/2012/02/16/how-biased-is-your-media
http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/cgi-bin/fulltext/121451851/PDFSTART
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/fs/mbaum/documents/ShotByTheMessenger_POBH.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/06/27/us/politics/supreme-court-gay-marriage.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/06/27/us/politics/supreme-court-gay-marriage.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2960400?seq=1%23page_scan_tab_contents


Tues. Feb. 23.  Running Campaign Experiments. 
Guest speaker: Andrew Rothman, Blue State Digital. 
 
Readings: 

• Read about 2016 campaign coverage. 
• Bernstein, David. 2012. “Bus Stopped? The iconic campaign bus is no longer full of 

newspaper reporters writing for the folks back home. Are the political- junkie Web sites 
filling the void?” The Phoenix. http://thePhoenix.com/Boston/news2436-bus-stopped/ 

• Horowitz, Jason. 2012. “For campaigns’ traveling press corps, social media has changed 
way game is played.” Washington Post. Oct. 30. 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/decision2012/for-campaigns-traveling-press-
corps-social-media-has-changed-way-game-is-played/2012/10/30/32b0ceea-2299-11e2-
ac85-e669876c6a24_print.html 

• Sides, John and Lynn Vavreck. 2013. The Gamble: Choice and Chance in the 2012 
Presidential Election. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. Chapter 3. (CCLE) 

• OPTIONAL: Meet ABC’s off-air producers: http://abcnews.go.com/WNT/video/keeping-
2012-gop-candidates-15280118 

 
Section: Go over exam #2.  
 
Thurs. Feb. 25. Beats and Routines (2).  Sources: President, Opposition,Research.  
Congress, Supreme Court, Interest Groups. 
Readings: 

• Barrett, Liz Cox. 2004. “The Longer View: Votes, Quotes (and Dirt), Fresh from the 
Oven.” Columbia Journalism Review Online. 
http://www.cjr.org/behind_the_news/votes_quotes_and_dirt_fresh_fr.php?page=1 

• Sullivan, Margaret. 2014. “Off-the-Record Session With the President on ISIS Raises 
Concerns” The New York Times. http://publiceditor.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/09/17/off-
the-record-session-with-the-president-on-isis-raises-
concerns/?_php=true&_type=blogs&smid=tw-share&_r=0 

• Peters, Jeremy. 2012. “Latest Word on the Campaign Trail? I Take It Back.” New York 
Times. http://www.nytimes.com/2012/07/16/us/politics/latest-word-on-the-campaign-
trail-i-take-it-back.html 

• Wemple, Eric. 2012. “New York Times bans quote approval, kind of.” Washington Post. 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/erik-wemple/post/new-york-times-bans-quote- 
approval-kind-of/2012/09/20/57586992-035e-11e2-8102-ebee9c66e190_blog.html 

• Byers, Dylan 2013. “President Obama, off the record.” Politico.com. Nov. 1, 2013. 
http://www.politico.com/story/2013/11/president-obama-off-the-record-
99180_Page2.html 

 
Tues. Mar. 1. Sources (2). Congress, Supreme Court, Interest Groups. 
Readings: 

• Shapiro, Walter. 2012. “How to handle oppo research?” Columbia Journalism Review. 
http://www.cjr.org/swing_states_project/how_to_handle_oppo_research.php?page=all&p
rint=true 
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• Williamson, Elizabeth. 2015. “Inside the Republicans’ Opposition Research Machine” 
New York Times. http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/27/opinion/inside-the-republicans-
opposition-research-machine.html 

• Haberman, Maggie. 2015. “Democratic Committee Digs Deeper Into Opposition 
Research” New York Times. http://www.nytimes.com/politics/first-
draft/2015/12/21/democratic-committee-digs-deeper-into-opposition-research/ 

• Milligan, Susan. 2015. "The president and the press." Columbia Journalism Review. 
March/April 2015. http://www.cjr.org/analysis/the_president_and_the_press.php 

• Wollner, Adam and Libby Isenstein. 2015. “Presidential Candidate Travel Tracker: Year 
in Review.” National Journal. http://www.nationaljournal.com/s/127147/presidential-
candidate-travel-tracker-year-review 

• Allen, Mike. 2004. “Next Question: Reporters Walk Line Between Deference and 
Diligence in Quizzing Bush.” Washington Post. December 1: C01. 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A23346-2004Nov30.html 

• Calderone, Michael. 2009. “How Media Sucks Up to the White House.” Politico.com 
March 3.. http://dyn.politico.com/printstory.cfm?uuid=CE2C3511-18FE-70B2-
A8D7CC38A6EC7231 

• Optional: Kate Kenski, and Kathleen Hall Jamieson.  “Presidential and Vice Presidential 
Debates in 2008: A Profile of Audience Composition.”  American Behavioral Scientist. 
(March, 2011). http://abs.sagepub.com/content/55/3/307.abstract 

 
Due.  Final commercials due at noon. 
 
Thurs. Mar. 3.  Spin & Party Branding (1).  Commercial Film Festival. 
Readings: 

• Groeling, Tim. 2010. When Politicians Attack: Party Cohesion and the Media. 
Cambridge University Press. Ch. 1 & 2. 

• Sellers, Patrick. 2010. Cycles of Spin. New York: Cambridge University Press. pp. 1-17. 
(CCLE) 

• Thrush, Glenn. 2013. “LOCKED IN THE CABINET: The worst job in Barack Obama’s 
Washington.” Politico magazine. Nov. 2013. 
http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2013/11/locked-in-the-cabinet-99374.html 
 

Due: Fill in commercial evaluations by Sunday, March 6th at 7pm.  These are worth 3 
participation points! 

 
Tues. Mar. 8.  Journeys with George (movie played in class).  Spin & Party Branding (2). 
Readings: 

• Groeling, Tim. 2010. When Politicians Attack: Party Cohesion and the Media. 
Cambridge University Press. Ch. 3 & 4. 
 

Thurs. Mar. 10. Media Effects.  Commercial Awards. 
Readings: 

• Issenberg, Sasha. 2012. The Victory Lab: The Secret Science of Winning Campaigns. 
Crown. Afterword Chapter. (CCLE) 
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• The Washington Post. 2012. “Tracking TV ads in the presidential campaign.” 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/special/politics/track-presidential-campaign-ads-
2012/ 

• Corasaniti, Nick, and Ashley Parker. 2014. "G.O.P. Ads Chase Voters at Home and on 
the Go." New York Times. October 31, 2014. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/01/us/politics/gop-ads-chase-voters-at-home-and-on-
the-go-.html 

• Zaller, John. 1997. "A Model of Communication Effects at the Outbreak of the Gulf 
War." in Iyengar, Shanto and Richard Reeves (eds) Do the Media Govern?: Politicians, 
Voters, and Reporters in America. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc. pp. 296-
311. (CCLE) 

 
Due: Suggested exam questions due by 7pm. 
 
Tues. Mar. 15.  12-2. Final Exam.  (Note: the exam is only for the middle two hours of the 
three hour time block which runs from 11:30-2:30.) 
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