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Controversial Legal Issues

COURSE DESCRIPTION


The title of this course is somewhat misleading.  Although we will delve into several controversial legal issues of our time, this course is really about critical thinking.  As such, we will approach the legal issues from the directives outlined by the University’s Board of General Studies (BOGS).  Hence, the controversial legal issues can be likened to the necessary fuel for our vehicle of intellectual empowerment, but the engine is critical thinking.  

Three controversial legal issues will be our focus.  However, as a critical thinker, it is not merely the issues that are worthy of our review, but the deeper implications of the issues.  The first will be whether Congress should pass a national “DREAM Act”.  The other two will be determined by students enrolled in the class.

This course will engage enrolled students in their development of critical thinking skills such as:  distinguishing between fact, opinion, and the interpretation of fact.  Also, the ability to differentiate what is relevant to an argument, and how that may or may not differ from legal relevance.  And, learning the apt and useful skill of how to glean distinctions between premises and claims, the role of the consideration of sources, and how that can enhance or detract from the polemic.


This exciting course and provocative subject matter are designed for the student who is dedicated to bolstering their academic, and human potential.  Political Science 020 fulfills the General Education Area A3 (Critical Thinking) degree requirement.

COURSE OBJECTIVES


This course is designed to fulfill eight distinct objectives that are directly related to the development of critical thinking skills.  Your matriculation through this course will ensure that you will be able to:

distinguish between reasoning (e.g., explanation, argument) and other types of discourse (e.g., description, assertion);

identify, analyze, and evaluate different types of reasoning;

find and state crucial unstated assumptions in reasoning;

evaluate factual claims or statements used in reasoning and evaluate the sources of evidence for such claims;

demonstrate an understanding of what constitutes plagiarism;

evaluate information and its sources critically and incorporate selected information into her or his knowledge base and value system;

locate, retrieve, organize, analyze, synthesize, and communicate information of relevance to the subject matter of the course;

reflect on past successes, failures, and alternative strategies.

This course is for three units of academic credit in a lecture format.  Of immense importance and emphasis are the policies attendant to Academic Integrity and Academic Freedom.  Strict adherence will be followed.  Your own commitment to learning, as evidenced by your enrollment at San Jose State University, and the University’s Academic Integrity Policy requires you to be honest in all your academic course work.  Faculty members are required to report all infractions to the Office of Judicial Affairs.  Please read these passages in the most sober and careful manner.  In fact, in this course you are not only required to read them, but the University’s Academic Integrity Policy is the basis for one of your assignments.  The policy on academic integrity can be found at:   

http://sa.sjsu.edu/download/judicial/Academic_Dishonesty_Policy.pdf
Unlike much of our contemporaneous society, in this course we will agree, disagree, and agree to disagree while maintaining the decorum befitting a fine institution of higher learning.

TEACHING METHODOLOGY


In most cases, the instructor will develop the subjects of the sessions and place them in proper perspective so that a meaningful discussion can follow among the reader, students, and the instructor.  The rigors of this course demand that you fully engage intellectually.  In fairness to yourself and your peers, read and/or do the assignments before we meet.  Your preparation is essential to the educational mission set before each of us.  In our discussions, the subject will be viewed from various sides, and a comparison will be made between what the instructor has said and what was written in the required and general references relating to the subject or event.  In this course the student will be required to participate in the discussion following the formal lecture.  There will also be a variety of written assignments (in and out of class), and classroom exercises, which will include small group collaborations, individual presentations, and formal debates.  The grade the student receives will result from a combination of assignments, papers, class participation, a midterm, and a final examination. 

TEXTS 
There is one required text for this course.  It is:

Critical Thinking (5th Edition), by Hughes, William & Lavery, Jonathan  Broadview Press Publishers  Ontario, Canada  ISBN  1-55111-573-5

This greensheet is subject to change with fair notice.  There will also be occasional handouts, videos, and required research.  Supplemental reading and research assignments will be given during lecture.  Roll will be taken once, during the first 15 minutes of each meeting.  Electronic devices are not allowed in lecture, except with prior instructor or Disability Resource Center (DRC) approval.  If you need course adaptations or accommodations because of a disability, or if you need special arrangements in case the building must be evacuated, please make an appointment with me as soon as possible, or see me during office hours.  Presidential Directive 97-03 requires that students with disabilities register with DRC to establish a record of their disability.  Please mute your cell phones before the beginning of our class sessions – they can be tremendously disruptive.  

Students of political science should develop the ability to write in clear, grammatical English.  Spelling and grammar count!  Students must take care that appropriate citations are used.  Direct quotations must be so indicated with quotation marks and a specific reference to the page in the source from which it was taken.  Failure to cite your sources constitutes academic misconduct which carries with it serious sanctions.  
The website for a tutorial on citations is available below.  Also, the Political Science Department has a designated Academic Services Librarian.  Her email address is: crystal.goldman@sjsu.edu.  http://www.sjlibrary.org/services/literacy/info_comp/citing.htm.

For writing assistance, the SJSU Writing Center is staffed by professional instructors and upper-division or graduate-level writing specialists from each of the seven SJSU colleges. Consult with your professor in advance to determine whether you need assistance with your writing.

Arguably the best way to improve your own writing is to read quality material on a regular basis.  To that end, students are encouraged to read articles from scholarly sources but also newspapers such as The Wall Street Journal, The Financial Times, The New York Times, and The Economist.  These publications also contain articles of direct relevance to their political science classes.

PERFORMANCE EVALUATION/ASSESSMENT

1) Papers (2) = 20%

2) In and Out of Class Written Assignments = 10%



3) Participation (2 parts, Contribution & Oral Argument, each worth 20%) = 40%

4) Midterm Examination = 15%

5) Final Examination = 15%
Papers:

Formatting:

Each paper must be typewritten, double spaced, with 1 inch margins all around.  The font must be 12 point.  The Title and Reference pages are not part of the page count.  

The papers are to be submitted in the APA (American Psychological Association) format.  For the rules of this documentation style either do your own research, or see A Pocket Style Manual (4th Edition), by Diana Hacker.  Publisher:  Bedford Books, Boston.  The APA format is chosen because it is the standard of the Social Sciences.
In/Out of Class Written Assignments:

There are at least 2 Reflection Papers, and other assignments as the course develops.  The Reflection Papers will be typewritten, 1 page efforts.  The other assignments can be handwritten.  The Reflection Papers will ask about your thoughts on Successes, Failures, and Adjustments.  The other handwritten assignments will vary.

Generalities:

The specific assignment of each paper will be announced and discussed in class, and sent to you electronically.  Be sure to proffer a valid email address, and make sure it stays current.  Each paper will be discussed extensively in class.  You will have an opportunity to ask general questions about each paper.  If your questions become so particular that they are of limited utility for the class as a whole I will encourage you to visit office hours.  I am busy, but I promise to do my best to be accommodating should we need to make (a) special meeting arrangement(s).
There are a total of two papers for this section of this course.  They have a maximum of 4 pages.  They also have a minimum of 3 pages of text.  In the case of this class more is not better!!!  If you choose not to heed this stern warning and go over the allowable page limit, you do so at your own risk.  Your paper will be evaluated only on the 3-4 pages.  One of the first things I will do when I begin to evaluate your paper will be to check for adherence to the formatting parameters.  If this seems harsh, fret not for it is purposeful to critical thinking.  Succinct argumentation must be crafted efficiently and effectively.  The more direct your written expression, the higher the likelihood of a thoughtful, logical effort.  

Specifics:  

You are required to demonstrate research through your papers.  This means that you must include a minimum of 3 direct references in the text of your papers.  I must remind you that these papers need to be analytical and persuasive.  In other words consider your sources carefully.  As part of my evaluation of your development of critical thinking skills, I will leave it to you to determine the sources you choose to bolster your point of view.

Your paper will be graded according to content and form.  Content dominates the evaluation process.  What follows are merely descriptions of combinations of content and form, and how these combinations are accorded point totals.  Other combinations with other point results are possible.  A paper with a strong adherence to the assignment, strong substantiation, and a cogent writing style will receive between 90-100 points.  A paper with a strong adherence to the assignment, strong substantiation, and a poor writing style will receive between 80-89 points.  A paper with adherence to the assignment, weak substantiation, but well written will receive between 70-79 points.   A paper with poor adherence to the assignment, inevitably weak substantiation, and a poor writing style will receive 60-69 points.  A paper that scores below 60 points will mandatorily be re-written, with a possible late penalty.
Paper #1:
Select a type of reasoning and distinguish it from other types of reasoning.  Then evaluate that type of reasoning in its role of the incorporation of crucial unstated assumptions, and the consideration of evidence and sources in critical thinking.


Paper #2:
Select a different controversial legal issue than Paper #1.  Use your researching skills to locate and retrieve a newspaper editorial.  Identify the major argument (opinion expressed), and at least 2 sub arguments.  Synthesize the opinions with any relevant facts that you can organize and effectively communicate.

Course Assignments:

Participation:

While it has always been the case in my teaching experience that I learn from students, this is your education.  Fully embrace ownership of this opportunity for personal empowerment.  It should be painfully clear that you will extract from your time at the University what you deposit.  In this course you will have to participate.  This means being prepared prior to your arrival to each class session, and interjecting and interacting with your peers and your instructor.  Your opinion matters a great deal.  This is not due to the content of your thoughts and articulations, but to the value of actively engaging in the discourse.  The reward is not merely academic.  The reward is personal and societal.   

Midterm:
Wednesday, 21 March 2012
Objective (Multiple Choice), Matching, and/or Fill in the Blank.  The total of possible points is 150.

Oral Arguments:


As a matter of Contribution, each student will have a role to play in our series of informal and formal debates.  
Formal Debate 1:
National DREAM Act?
Formal Debate 2:
to be determined (tbd) 

Formal Debate 3:
tbd
Final:

Tuesday, 22 May 2012

 0945-1200

The format of the Final Examination will be dictated by the academic development of the section during the course of the semester.  The total of possible points is 150.  The final examination is cumulative.

Final Grades will be calculated on a straight grading scale.  This means the two papers are worth 200 possible points; the written assignments are worth 100 possible points; participation is worth 400 possible points; the midterm is worth 150 possible points; and the final is worth 150 possible points.  The total of possible points is 1000.  

Late work is greatly discouraged, but it is in your best interest to turn in a reasonably tardy assignment.  The penalty for a late assignment (including papers) is a 10% point deduction per class meeting.  By arrangement and instructor approval, you may electronically submit academic work.

Although there is no extra credit, a student may receive up to 100 bonus points for such exploits as (but not limited to) taking a catalyst role in discussions; or a leadership role in the debates.

Submitting every paper and taking the midterm and final examinations are mandatory in order to pass the course.  Additionally, students must cumulatively average 60% on both exams to pass the course.  This is because there are some General Education A3 objectives that are chiefly incorporated in these examinations.  

A+ = 950-1000 pts

A = 900-949 

A- = 875-899

B+ = 850-874

B = 800-849

B- = 775-799

C+ = 750-774

C = 700-749

C- = 675-699

D+ = 650-674

D = 600-649

D- = 575-599

F = below 575 pts

Meeting Dates  (There are 30 meetings)







Topic(s)


Reading /Assignment
Week 1:  1/25



Introduction/Syllabus/Overview
none
 

We will “walk through” the academic expectations for this course.  We will cover the entire syllabus, and the instructor will paint a broad view of our sojourn for this semester. 

Week 2:  1/30, 2/1 


Fact/Opinion/Interpretation

to be announced (tba)
Plato’s Divided Line (The Allegory of the Cave); subjective v. objective viewpoints; sources of law; and how to read a legal case.  We will review the requirements for Paper #1, which is due 22 February 2012.
Week 3:  2/6, 8



The Synthesizing of Information
see below




What constitutes plagiarism?  We will review a case in point; the underlying issues; and some recent statistics on cheating.  Go to url: www.abcnews.go.com/2020/story?id=264646&page=2. Print the article, and bring to class.


Week 4:  2/13, 15


Mental Exercises


none
How games of strategy can enhance your critical thinking skills.  Progress reports on Paper #1.  

Week 5:  2/20, 22


Reasoning and Critical Thinking
tba





Paper #1 due
We will examine the scientific method, or what I call “conditional replication”.  We will examine the sources of value systems.  This will include the roles of family, peers/friends, and societal institutions.  We will relate these matters to the areas of class, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality. 

Week 6:  2/27, 29


The Development of Mentalities 
Chs. 1 & 15
We will utilize class time to explore, discuss, and research our first CLI. 


Week 7:  3/5, 7



Making Your Case


Ch. 16
We will utilize class time to explore, discuss, and practice Debate #1. 
Week 8:  3/12, 14

Strategies for Assessing Arguments
Ch. 5

We will utilize class time to explore, discuss, and practice Debate #1.  We will begin discussions on the midterm examination that will take place on 21 March 2012.  Be sure to bring a blue book.  
Week 9:  3/19, 21


Debate #1/Midterm Exam

none

Week 10:  3/26, 28


SPRING BREAK

Week 11:  4/2, 4


Assessing Truth Claims

Ch. 6
We will discuss the 3 approaches, and the 7 rules.  We will also discuss 3 theories of truth, and particular fallacies.  *In class writing assignment:  Reflection Paper on Debate #1, and your Midterm Performance.
Week 12:  4/9, 11


Clarifying Meaning


Ch. 3

Complete the reading, and be prepared to answer each of the Questions for Discussion 3.10 (pp. 70-72).  We will begin preparation for CLI #2, and the attendant Debate #2.  
Week 13:  4/16, 18


Assessing Relevance


Ch. 7




Self –Test No. 13/Questions for Discussion (pp. 135-137).  We will also review appeals and more fallacies, and discuss Paper #2.

Week 14:  4/23, 25


Assessing Adequacy


Ch. 8






Debate #2

Self-Test No. 14/Questions for Discussion 8.7 (pp. 150-153).

Week 15:  4/30, 5/2


Re-visiting Value Systems

Ch. 12






Paper #2 due

We will reflect on previously discussed value systems in light of our required reading on Moral Reasoning.  We will break into 4 small groups to analyze the Questions for Discussion 12.11 (pp. 234-235).  

Week 16:  5/7, 9


Arguing Back/
Irrational Techniques of Persuasion


Chs. 13 & 14





We will discuss this week’s readings, and how they can be incorporated in the final debate.  Reflection Paper #2 will be submitted.
Week 17:  5/14



Debate #3



none
FINAL EXAMINATION:
 TUESDAY, 22 MAY 2012
0945-1200

