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Course Description
This is a course on critical thinking about politics. We will not be covering traditional areas of political science (e.g. comparative government, political theory, American politics). Rather, we will be learning how to build good arguments—in part, by learning how to identify bad arguments. To a great extent, I will treat this course as a course in rhetoric (the study of persuasive or argumentative discourse).

Critical thinking is important to us in many ways, from waking through the empty slogans of political campaigns, to figuring out what movie to watch with a group of friends. Any time you are engaged in presenting a case for or against something, you are engaged in critical thinking. This course will teach you to do that consciously and more effectively.

During the semester, we will cover the basic framework of argumentation and critical thinking, focusing the bulk of the semester on the most common logical fallacies associated with bad arguments.

Required Text
Verlinden, Jay. 2005. Critical Thinking and Everyday Argument. Thomson Wadsworth.

Course Schedule
	Week 1
	January 5
	Course introduction.



	Week 2
	January 10
	Chapter 1. Why study critical thinking? 



	
	January 12
	Chapter 2. The seven elements of critical thinking.



	Week 3
	January 19
	Review seven elements of critical thinking.



	Week 4
	January 24
	Quiz 1. The importance of note-taking.



	
	January 26
	Chapter 3. Importance of ethics in argumentation.



	Week 5
	January 31
	The problem of finding accurate, reliable news and analysis. Traditional media.



	
	January 2
	The problem of finding accurate, reliable news and analysis (continued). The blogosphere.



	Week 6
	February 7
	Chapter 4. Introduction to logical fallacies.



	
	February 9
	Quiz 2. Introduction of paper assignment.



	Week 7
	February 14
	Chapter 5. Formal logic.



	
	February 16
	Review formal logic.



	Week 8
	February 21
	Chapter 7. Reasoning.



	
	February 23
	Review reasoning fallacies.



	Week 9
	March 7
	Quiz 3. Chapter 8. Propositions and stock issues.



	
	March 9
	Arguing for policy positions. Hand in paper topics & outline.



	Week 10
	March 14
	Chapter 9. The importance of evidence.



	
	March 16
	Review fallacies related to evidence. How to spot bad evidence. How to understand statistical evidence.



	Week 11
	March 21
	Quiz 4. Chapter 13. Critical listening. Paper due.



	
	March 23
	Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11.



	Week 12
	March 28
	Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11.



	
	March 30
	Critical analysis of Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11. Take-home assignment due.



	Week 13
	April 4
	Chapter 10. Language and argumentation.



	
	April 6
	Chapter 11. Refutation.



	Week 14
	April 11
	Review language, argumentation, and refutation.



	
	April 13
	Quiz 5.


Course Requirements
Points for the semester are broken down as follows:

	
	Class attendance & participation
	30

	
	Quizes (5)
	50

	
	Paper assignment
	15

	
	Take home critical analysis assignment
	5

	
	Total
	100


I do not give long lectures and prefer interactive class environments. A significant portion of your grade is based on in-class participation. Come to class having already read the assigned material. I will provide brief overviews of the key points, as well as supply some other material, but the bulk of the class will consist of in-class discussion. Be able to demonstrate familiarity with the assigned reading, as well as the ability to think critically and apply that material to real-world examples.

I will give five quizes during the semester. They will cover material covered in class as well as in the text and will be combination multiple choice and short answer format. You may not make up a quiz if you are absent (unless you can demonstrate an emergency). If you know ahead of time that you will miss a quiz for a legitimate reason, you must notify me in advance to make some arrangement. Note that there will not be a final exam.

The Class Website
This course also focuses on the growing “blogosphere”. Independent bloggers increasingly challenge “mainstream” or “traditional” media’s monopoly on political discourse and have a growing influence in political debate. The course website links to some of the major players. I encourage you to become familiar with some of these.

This course includes a classblog, giving you an opportunity to engage in debate on topics of your own choosing. It is meant to offer you a chance to apply the critical thinking skills you learn during the semester. A significant portion of your grade comes from class participation; regularly contributing to the course blog is a required portion of “class participation”.

Paper guideline
Throughout the semester, we will cover various methods and strategies of argumentation, as well as common logical fallacies. You will write one paper meant to demonstrate your mastery of the ability to critically evaluate a bad argument. The paper is due 21 March, at the start of class.

The assignment is to “fisk” a bad argument you find in an online news source (either from a blog or traditional media). I will introduce the common conventions of such a refutational style early in the semester, after Quiz 1. In brief, “fisking” is a refutation based on a point-by-point response to the argument; this involves citing the original argument completely, breaking up the original work with the refutation (I’ll hand out an example). It’s named after British journalist Andrew Fisk, who was a common target of such refutations. This argumentative style is common in the “blogosphere” and you should have no trouble finding examples to guide you.

The paper must be at least four full pages (but no more than five pages). This may seem like a lot, but remember that you will have to cite the entire length of the original argument (about 1-2 pages). Use a standard 12-point font (e.g. Times, Helvetica, Palatino). Staple your paper together on the top left corner—do not use a binder. Be sure the paper is an original creation and that you do not plagiarize material from another source. Keep in mind that “fisking” is not plagiarism if you properly attribute the cited sections to the original author/publication (I will show you the proper conventions for this). Using another person’s “fisking” of an argument, however, is plagiarism; this must be your own creative work.

Note: 

You are responsible to make yourself aware of and understanding the policies and procedures in the Undergraduate (pp. 271-272) and/or Graduate (pp. 24-26) Catalogs that pertain to Academic Integrity. These policies include cheating, fabrication, falsification and forgery, multiple submission, plagiarism, complicity and computer misuse. If there is reason to believe you have been involved in academic dishonesty, you will be referred to the Office of Student Judicial Affairs. You will be given the opportunity to review the charge(s). If you believe you are not responsible, you will have the opportunity for a hearing. You should consult with me if you are uncertain about an issue of academic honesty prior to the submission of an assignment or test.
