AP US Government & Politics

Course Information



OFFICE HOURS: I get to school by 7am each morning and when I’m not in meetings, I remain in Room B203. If I am not there when you visit, be patient and wait a few minutes, or come back five minutes later. I do coach soccer in the fall and tennis in the spring, so after school is difficult to arrange.

email: csmith@shsd.org  (the best method to reach me)

voicemail: 908-204-1930 x. 188 (I rarely check this)

Web Page: http://www.shsd.org/homeworkhotline.csmith



What is our goal? Some might say to earn AP credit for college. Others might want to get an A (or a B) to help the GPA with weighted grades. Some might suggest they are here to better prepare for college. And while these are all positive goals, they miss our true goal. We are here with a bigger goal: to learn. 
· We will learn what people label as government. We will learn through readings, discussions, videos, examinations of primary documents and various perspectives, podcasts, blogging, and any other opportunity we can find to help us best understand the system and its parts. We will connect findings and theories to current events. 

· More importantly, you are citizens. Given your current level of success, it is anticipated that you are future leaders and participants as voters, activists, lobbyists, or candidates. At the very least, you will be taxpayers. In order to help prepare you for those roles, we will examine the GAME of politics. This goes beyond institutions to the world of how to be a powerful political consumer that avoids simply swallowing somebody else’s opinion. It moves beyond labels to look at how to succeed in a complex world of conflicting alliances and interests. To me, this is the fun part! We will create our own work to share with others, both in class & out, by blogging and utilizing other tools. In other words, we will become participants, not simply regurgitators of information.

· Beyond content, we are going to learn how to be better learners. For most of you, school has been a place where you were given instructions (to read or write or complete) and if you followed those instructions, you found success. And so far, you have developed a few tools to help you learn. But few of you are really ready to be life-long learners…yet. So what do I mean? We want to develop your SKILLS as a learner while we examine content. Those skills will help you to learn in any environment, with any resources, about any topic. We are simply going to practice those skills as we look at government. 


· How to find resources, and then locate answers from within those sources
· How to determine if those sources are reliable and valid

· How to stay informed

· How to handle conflicting information

· How to differentiate good facts from bad facts from BEST facts

· How to create questions that need to be answered

· How to question for depth

· How to think ahead to the next three questions

· How to connect the past to the present to the future

· How to share what you know

· How to share what you wonder

· How to share what you think

· How to access what you know and need to learn

· How to utilize technology in a positive way

· How to be part of a group of learners

· How to collaborate

· How to be part of a team

· How to be a leader

· How to be a follower

· How to problem solve

· How to be a flexible learner that adjusts to new situations

· How to avoid letting your weaknesses being obstacles

· How to be a self-sufficient learner/person

I have created a significant challenge for us. Some will struggle with content. Some will struggle with focus and commitment. Some will struggle with my methods. A majority of you are seniors which presents another challenge. Regardless, BE PRESENT. That will be our theme and means much more than just showing up. In addition to reading our text, we will be trying new things - blogging, podcasting, school-wide debates – that require shared responsibilities. I will do my best to avoid “busy work.” I expect you to treat what we do as more than busy work. You may have noticed that there has been no mention yet of the AP Exam – developing skills and enjoying learning will lead to you performing as well as you can on a standardized test in May. I trust that, if you work with me, you will ace the Exam…I usually do OK on tests, so I think I can help you.


In order to meet the challenge, you have some responsibilities. Some are obvious and apply to all classes. Some might apply to our specific situation.
· You are expected to be here. It is difficult to do well at anything if you do not show up. School is simply practice for life…and work. Be on time. Make all efforts to be in class. And if you do have to miss, it is your responsibility to take care of business as soon as possible. For some of you, “be here” is more of a mental issue than a physical one. BE HERE!

· Be prepared. Be ready for discussions by preparing first. Don’t sit back and wait for somebody else to have read so that you can leech off of their work. Too often, in this class, I (we) will leave you behind quickly. Don’t rely on the smart kid or talkative kids to ask your questions and make your points. Be prepared to play.

· Keep up with homework. Read at your own pace (within my time frame), but the projects require consistent attention. I attempt to make assignments meaningful and not busy work.  Some of you say, “but I know the material without taking notes” or “I do best when I do all of the work the night before the test.” Please remember that we are learning skills – you may choose to never use them again, but during this class, e’re developing skills that you can later use selectively. Even the most gifted of students need to learn methods to address roadblocks that they will face. The nature of much of our work will be shared with classmates. Failure to do your part leaves others with a hole in their learning.

· Assignments should be done on a computer. Being a poor “typist” is something to work on, not avoid as the world seems to be leaving handwriting behind. Talk with me if you need an exception. For many, this can help with organization. Nearly every “written” assignment will be submitted to me via turnitin.com, so it has to be typed anyway!  

· Absences are YOUR responsibility. 


Participate. This is a collaborative classroom where all of your opinions and perspectives deserve a place. You will often do much of the teaching and discussing. Since you “have to be here”, why not get the most out of it by playing a positive role?! Additionally, politics is a game of participation, not just observation. Play the game.
Listen. The best way to participate is through a conversation, not a lecture. If you only speak and don’t listen, then your perspectives lose relevance and you will repeat what has been said by others.
Respect. It is fine to disagree, offer alternative views, and question others. It is not acceptable to do it in a way that shows disrespect or attacks. It is not acceptable to let historical or political debates turn into a personal attack on others.
Cheating. Academic dishonesty comes in many forms, including (but not limited to) outright plagiarism, the use of unapproved aids on tests, copying homework, conversations or text messaging during a test, or looking at the work of others during an assessment. Please don’t engage in any of these. You are only cheating yourself, and demonstrating your lack of self-confidence. Failing honorably is possible, but there is no honor in cheating. 
Tardies and Unexcused Absences. Tardies are a disturbance to learning. Be in the room (and ready to work) when the bell rings. 
Cell Phones, iPods, Calculators, and other Electronic Gadgets. Unless being used as directed by Mr. Smith (as sometimes they MIGHT be utilized), they must be kept in a backpack and be turned off, or better yet, left at home.
My class is in session from bell to bell. Be ready to start when the bell rings and wait to pack until instructed to do so. Will I take us “off-topic” at times? Certainly that happens and usually with a purpose in mind ( .
All students are expected to take, and ace, the AP Exam. Much of this course is spent preparing you for a challenge. Take the challenge. If you don’t take it seriously, what was the purpose of being in the class? I have never enjoyed doing lots of work, and then getting nothing for it. 


I used to simply have categories for Homework, Quizzes, Tests, Essays, and Projects. That allowed you to see how you did on each type of assessment. Each point was worth the same as every other point. In the end, we had a simple math game of “What is my percentage?” To better reflect our goals, I have changed my categories and each category has been given a weight as noted by the percentage of the total grade listed after the category title.
Content Knowledge (25%) – The focus here is on knowledge and use of vocabulary and concepts. 
Content Analysis (25%) – The focus will be on the ability to analyze, synthesize, interpret, and communicate ideas. Participation in “Fishbowls” and blogs may be included here.
Current Events (20%) – The focus will be on the ability to follow current events, and relate them to our studies and the world around you. The current events quizzes and stories will be included here. Class discussions wherein you demonstrate your understanding, and importance, of various topics will augment this portion of your grade.
Political Citizenship (20%) – This category will reflect the work done on projects or in forums meant to be shared as part of the larger political community (example: blogs, podcasts).
Class Citizenship (10%) – This category reflects the student’s ability to do what is asked of a student. Are you on time? Is homework finished and turned in on time? Do you show respect during activities? Are you taking part in class activities? Are you a contributor in group activities? Did you meet deadlines for the produced work?


After you have read through the course expectations reading, please complete the following. Both student and a parent need to sign the form. We have read through the course expectations reading and have done the following:
____ 
We know when Mr. Smith is available for help.
____ 
We understand the classroom philosophies, expectations, and procedures.
____ 
We have read through the grading policy.
____ 
We understand that various technologies will be utilized this semester. If the student will be unable to access internet or utilize these technologies, we have contacted Mr. Smith by email.
____
We understand that students are expected to take, and do well on, the AP Exam. 
Please check each statement. If you don’t agree with a statement, please contact Mr. Smith. I anticipate a positive partnership with each of the students and am confident that we’ll have great year together. Thanks in advance for your cooperation and effort. 
Courter Smith
___________________________


___________________________

Student Signature 




Parent Signature
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