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I Prerequisites: 36-200 Reasoning with Data Course Relevance: DC: Perspectives on Justice and Injustice

REQUIRED TEXT
John Sides, Daron Shaw, Matt Grossmann & Keena Lipsitz. Campaigns and Elections. New York: W. W. Norton.
ISBN 978-1-324-11504-5.

Readings from the text provide the context for each week; our class time is spent working with data. Expect
to read one chapter per week before the Tuesday session, and to spend Thursday in a hands-on lab building
something from real electoral data in R. Chapters are short — budget about an hour.

Additional readings are posted on Canvas. There is nothing else to buy.

SOFTWARE

This is not a programming course, and there is no coding prerequisite.

Labs run in R, using RStudio. Both are free, and we install them together in the first week. You will never be
asked to write a program from scratch. Every lab arrives as working code with the results already in front of
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you; your job isto runit, change a setting or two, and above all explain what you are looking at. If you have never
seen a line of code, you are exactly who these labs are written for.

What you are graded on is the thinking, not the typing. A lab write-up that changes one number and draws
a sharp, well-supported conclusion earns more than one that produces an elaborate chart and says nothing
about it.

Nearly everything we do uses R as it comes out of the box, with no add-on packages. Late in the term we install
two or three for mapping Census data, and we do that together in class. Bring a laptop to Thursday sessions if
you have one; if you do not, tell me and we will sort it out.

COURSE DESCRIPTION:

American democracy is rich with data — from historical vote tallies to modern polling, turnout, and campaign
finance. In this course, we'll investigate how democracy functions by analyzing this data, uncovering the po-
litical, social, and structural forces that shape electoral outcomes. Students will engage with historical case
studies (e.g., 1876, 1960, 2000) alongside contemporary elections to see how past events illuminate present
dynamics. Through lectures, labs, and projects, students will gain the tools to collect, analyze, and interpret
electoral data — and apply these skills to real-world political questions.

COURSE GOALS

This course has one central aim: that you leave able to look at a number about American democracy and know
what to ask of it. Who produced it, what it counts, what it leaves out, and whether it supports the claim being
made in its name.

Everything else — the readings, the labs, the projects — serves that.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

By the end of the semester you will be able to:

1. Explain where American election data comes from — who produces it, at what geographic level, and what
each source does and does not capture. (Units [ and V)

2. Read atable, chart, or map of electoral data and say plainly what it shows, what it does not show, and what
would have to be true for its conclusion to hold. (every unit; this is the core skill)

3. Test a claim about elections against the underlying data — whether the claim comes from a news story, a
campaign, or a scholarly argument. (Units Il and Ill)

4. Explain the institutions that convert votes into power: the Electoral College, apportionment, districting,
and the Voting Rights Act. (Units [, IV, V)

5. Recognise when a number misleads — through selective framing, mismatched units of analysis, or a model
that gets the right answer for the wrong reason. (every unit)

6. Write about quantitative evidence for a non-technical audience, in both journalistic and policy forms. (the
two projects)

Each unit below states which of these it is building. If at any point you cannot tell why we are doing something,
that is a failure of my design and not of your attention — please say so, and | will fix it.
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HOW THIS COURSE WORKS

The same rhythm every week. Nothing in the schedule should ever surprise you.

When What

Before Tuesday Read the week's chapter (about an hour). Post your
data contribution to Canvas.

Tuesday, in class We discuss the reading and set up the week’s
question.

Thursday, in class Lab. We work through it together in R. Submit what
you have at the end of class — this also records your
attendance.

By the following Tuesday Lab write-up due on Canvas.

The lab write-up is the heart of the course. It is short — a page is typically enough — and it has two parts:

- (a) Thereading. A paragraph. What did the chapter claim, and did the data we worked with support it, com-
plicate it, or fail to speak to it?

« (b) The data. Change something in the lab — a year, a state, a column, a threshold — re-run it, and tell me
what changed and why it matters. The code is given to you. The writing is the assignment.

ASSESSMENTS

- Participation & Attendance - 15% Active engagement in discussion and labs.

- Weekly Lab Assignments - 40% The weekly write-up described above.

- Weekly Data Contributions - 10% Submit one relevant data point related to politics or democracy, accom-
panied by a brief explanation and visualization to illustrate its significance.

- Data Journalism Project - 15% Produce a data-driven news story that investigates a significant trend, pat-
tern, orissue in electoral processes.

- Final Project: Policy Proposal - 20% Develop an evidence-based policy proposal that addresses a specific
issue in the electoral process.

STRUCTURE OF THE COURSE

The semester runs in five units. Tuesdays introduce the week’s question and the reading; Thursdays are labs,
worked in R.

Unit | — Foundations. What counts as election data, where it comes from, and how the American electoral
process is put together. (Ch. 1-2)

Unit Il — The Campaign Machine. How campaigns transformed, who pays for them, how they target voters, and
the role of parties and organized interests. (Ch. 3-7)

Unit lll — Media and Voters. Media effects and partisan media; who turns out, and how voters decide. Polling,
sampling, and forecasting. (Ch. 8, 12-13)

Unit IV — The 2026 Election. We meet two days after the midterms to compare results against forecasts using
live returns. (Ch. 9-11)
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UnitVv

—Representation: Who Counts, and Who Is Counted. The Census, apportionment, the Voting Rights Act,

racially polarized voting, and redistricting. This unit goes beyond the textbook and draws on primary sources
and original data.

ASSIGNMENTS

1. Current Events Data Snippets:

- You must submit one piece of relevant data on the Canvas discussion board (slide on link provided)
before class on Tuesday.

« You can access free articles and archives from the New York Times and other major newspapers using
your cmu.edu email.

« You may be called on randomly to share your data nugget.

« | will create a shared powerpoint where you can post your slide.

« They will be graded on a completion basis (complete/incomplete).

Example:
Voter Turnout: About two-thirds (66%) of the voting-eligible population turned out for
the 2020 presidential election I(https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2023/07/12/voter-

turnout-2018-2022/).
Create info-graphic visualizations to illustrate the data, to be posted on common slideshow. Link is
provided on Canvas

2. Weekly Lab Assignments

« We work through a lab together in R during Thursday’s session. You submit what you have at the end of
class; this doubles as attendance.

+ By the following Tuesday, submit the short write-up described above: a paragraph on the reading, and
an account of what you changed in the lab and what it showed.

- You are not asked to write code. Every lab arrives working. Changing a year or a column is a one-word
edit, and | will show you exactly where.

« If you do want to go further — write something of your own, bring in another dataset — that is welcome
andis one route to a 4. It is not required, and you can earn full marks without it.

Write-ups are graded on a four-point scale:

Score

4

What it looks like

Everythingin a3, plus something | did not ask for: a
caveat about what the data cannot show, a
comparison to another week, or a question the result
raised.

The change was made and re-run correctly, and you
explain what it showed and why it matters. This is the
target. A 3is good work.

The output is there but the interpretation is thin —
description without a point.

Incomplete, or the interpretation does not follow
from the output.

A semester average of 75% earns an A-. Do not chase 4s; a consistent 3 is a strong grade.
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3. Data Journalism Project: This project requires you to write a compelling, data-driven news story inves-
tigating a significant electoral trend, pattern, or issue. You'll combine original data analysis, at least two
visualizations, expert interviews, and historical context to create an engaging narrative that explains how
and why democracy functions as it does.

4. Policy Proposals:
Thisassignment asks you to develop a clear, evidence-based policy proposal addressing a specific electoral
process issue such as voter turnout, election security, or poll accuracy. You'll use data, historical analysis,
and real-world examples to identify the problem, propose a solution, and justify its effectiveness for policy-
makers.

5. Attendance:
Regular attendance and active involvement form a significant part of your final grade (see grading section).
If you do not show up, you will not earn an ‘A" Participation is not just about being present; it involves en-
gaging with the material, contributing to discussions, and collaborating with your peers. To recognize that
occasional absences are sometimes unavoidable (e.q., for religious observance, job interviews, university-
sanctioned events, or illness), attendance grades will be calculated using an exponential function. 1-2 ab-
sences B mild penalty, 6+ absences 8 sharp drop (serious consequences).

Effect of Absences on Grade
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|
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Figure 1. Effect of Absences on Grade
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Students are expected and encouraged to meet all deadlines for assignments. If you are unable to complete
the assignment work by the due date, reach out in advance to make alternative arrangements. | typically will
not penalize you for turning in your assignment late, so long as it does not hinder completion of other's work (ie,
group projects).

The course grade will be a weighted average of the following components:

Category Percent of Final Grade

Participation & Attendance 15%

Weekly Lab Assignments 40%
Weekly Data Contributions 10%
Data Journalism Project 15%

Final Project: Policy Proposal 20%

SCHEDULE

Classes meet Tuesday and Thursday, 11:00a-12:20p, in PH A21A. Tuesdays introduce the week’s question and
discuss the reading; Thursdays are labs. Read the assigned chapter before Tuesday. Lab write-ups are due the
following Tuesday.

Subject to change as the semester progresses.

UNIT | — FOUNDATIONS
Week 1

» Tue, Aug 25 — Course introduction. Why study democracy with data?

- Noreading
- Two Truthsand a Lie

« Thu, Aug 27 — Lab: The 2024 electoral map. Getting started in R.

Week 2

- Tue, Sep 1— Analyzing campaigns and elections: rules, reality, strategy, choice.
- Sidesetal., Ch. 1
« Thu, Sep 3 — Lab: Where election data comes from — sources, formats, and the pitfalls of official returns.

- Alex Burness, “Election Data Is Vital to Voting Rights. So Why Is It So Hard to Track Down?” Bolts, https:
//boltsmag.org/election-data-is-vital-to-voting-rights-but-hard-to-track-down/

Week 3
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« Tue, Sep 8 — The American electoral process. Electoral rules and the Electoral College.

- Sidesetal., Ch. 2
- Nate Cohn, "Republicans’Electoral College Edge, Once Seen as Ironclad, Looks to Be Fading,” New York
Times (Upshot), https://www.nytimes.com/2024/09/25/upshot/trump-electoral-college-harris.html

« Thu, Sep 10 — Lab: Apportionment —how 435 seats get divided.

UNIT Il - THE CAMPAIGN MACHINE
Week 4

« Tue, Sep 15 — The transformation of American campaigns.
- Sidesetal.,Ch. 3

« Thu, Sep 17— Lab: A century of campaigns in data — historical trends.
Week 5

« Tue, Sep 22 — Financing campaigns: who gives, who spends, and what it buys.

- Sidesetal., Ch. 4

- “Donald Trump’s Campaign-Finance Disclosures Are ‘a Governance Nightmare',” New York Times (Opin-
ion), https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/26/opinion/republican-donors-money-trump.html

- "KamalaHarris's Donors,” New York Times(interactive) — skim the graphics, https://www.nytimes.com/
interactive/2024/08/22/us/elections/kamala-harris-donors.html

« Thu, Sep 24 — Lab: FEC campaign finance data.
Week 6

- Tue, Sep 29 — Modern campaign strategies: messaging, media, and targeting.
- Sidesetal.,Ch.5

« Thu, Oct1—Lab: Campaign visits — where candidates go, and why.
Week 7

« Tue, Oct 6 — Political parties and interest groups.

- Sidesetal., Ch. 6-7
- G. Elliott Morris, “The Hidden Axis: The Left-Right Spectrum Has a Non-ldeology Problem,” https://
www.gelliottmorris.com/p/not-just-left-vs-right-most-voters

« Thu, Oct 8 — Lab: DW-NOMINATE — measuring polarization in Congress.

Week 8 — FALL BREAK, no class (Oct 12-16)

UNIT Ill — MEDIA AND VOTERS
Week 9

- Tue, Oct 20 — Media effects, partisan media, and misinformation.
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- Sidesetal.,Ch. 8

- Eady et al., “News Sharing on Social Media: Mapping the Ideology of News Media, Politicians, and the
Mass Public,” Political Analysis, https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/S1047198724000196

- "How MSNBC's Leftward Tilt Delivers Ratings, and Complications,” New York Times, https://www.
nytimes.com/2024/05/15/business/media/nbc-msnbc-trump-biden.html

o Thu, Oct 22 — Lab: Media and misinformation data.

- Data journalism project pitches
Week 10

« Tue, Oct 27 — Voter participation: what drives turnout, and who benefits?

- Sidesetal.,Ch. 12
- “Inside the Rise of the Multiracial Right,” New York Times (Opinion), https://www.nytimes.com/
interactive/2025/07/24/opinion/minority-voters-trump-right.html

« Thu, Oct 29 — Voter choice; polling, sampling, and forecasting.

- Sides et al., Ch. 13; Bailey, Polling at a Crossroads, pp. 3-22

- Kselman & Niou, “"A Taxonomy of Protest Voting,” Annual Review of Political Science, https://www.
annualreviews.org/content/journals/10.1146/annurev-polisci-050517-120425

- Optional, and fun: “Can You Build an American Voter?” The Economist, https://www.economist.com/
interactive/us-2024-election/build-a-voter

- Lab: Samples, questionnaires, and the ANES (or the Cooperative Election Study, https://doi.org/10.
7910/DVN/X11EPS)

UNIT IV - THE 2026 ELECTION
Week 11

« Tue, Nov3 — DEMOCRACY DAY / ELECTION DAY, no class before 5p

- Joinus for CMU’s Democracy Day, an opportunity to focus on our institutional commitment to civic service
and democracy on Election Day.
- Register to vote

« Thu, Nov 5 — The 2026 midterms: a live post-mortem. Results against forecasts, using returns two days
old.

Sides et al., Ch. 9-11(presidential, congressional, and state and local campaigns)

Jack Rametta, “2026 Senate Forecast Explorer” — read before Election Day, then judge it after, https:
//jackrametta.com/senate-forecast/

- "The Age Issue: More of Congress Is 70-Plus Than Ever Before,” New York Times (interactive), https:
//www.nytimes.com/interactive/2025/06/05/us/politics/congress-age.html

Ferreira et al., “Inflation in 2022 Did Not Affect Congressional Voting, but Abortion Did,” PNAS, https:
//www.pnas.org/doi/abs/10.1073/pnas.2319512121

“Trump and His Allies Mount a Pressure Campaign against US Elections ahead of the Midterms,” CNN,
https://www.cnn.com/2025/08/02/politics/trump-elections-pressure-campaign

Lab: Election night data
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UNIT V — REPRESENTATION: WHO COUNTS, AND WHO IS COUNTED
Week 12

« Tue, Nov 10 — The Census: why we count, and who counts.

- Scott, Seeing Like a State, Introduction

NCSL, Redistricting Law 2020, Ch. 1(The Census)

U.S. Census Bureau, "America Counts: 250 Years,” https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2026/06/
america-counts-250-years.html

Brennan Center, “Census Data Highlights a Changing Nation,” https://www.brennancenter.org/our-
work/research-reports/census-data-highlights-changing-nation

. Thu, Nov 12 — Lab: Census and ACS data (PL 94-171).

- Reference: Census Academy, “Introduction to the Census Bureau Data API,” https://www.census.gov/
data/academy/courses/intro-to-the-census-bureau-data-api.html

Week 13

« Tue, Nov 17 — Classifying people; race, the VRA, and language access.

Nobles, Shades of Citizenship, Ch. 1("Race, Censuses, and Citizenship”)

“Black Representationin Congress at Risk after Court Ruling,” NPR, https://www.npr.org/2026/04/30/
nx-s1-56805050/supreme-court-voting-rights-congressional-black-caucus

Don Moynihan, “Power, Democracy and Clarity,” https://open.substack.com/pub/donmoynihan/p/
power-democracy-and-clarity

Suggested: "How the Black Vote Became a Monolith,” New York Times Magazine, https://www.nytimes.
com/2020/09/16/magazine/black-vote.html

« Thu, Nov 19 — Lab: Section 203 coverage determinations.

Week 14

» Tue, Nov 24 — Surname analysis and BISG: inferring what the data doesn't say.

- Imai & Khanna, “Improving Ecological Inference by Predicting Individual Ethnicity from Voter Registra-
tion Records,” Political Analysis 24 (2016)
- Lab: Surnames

« Thu, Nov 26 — THANKSGIVING, no class
Week 15

« Tue, Dec 1— Racially polarized voting and ecological inference. Units, boundaries, and the modifiable areal
unit problem.

- King, A Solution to the Ecological Inference Problem, Ch. 1
- Monmonier, Drawing the Line, Ch. 5(“Boundary Litigation and the Map as Evidence”)
- Lab: RPV

» Thu, Dec 3 — Redistricting and gerrymandering; census privacy and the TopDown algorithm. Course wrap.

- NCSL, Redistricting Law 2020, Ch. 4 (Redistricting Principles and Criteria)

Duchin & Walch, eds., Political Geometry, Ch. 16 (Redistricting Algorithms)

“Gerrymandered Districts Aren't Always Ugly,” New York Times (Opinion, interactive) — a direct chal-
lenge to the eyeball test, https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/01/11/opinion/redistricting-
gerrymandering-reform.html

“Is Massachusetts a Gerrymandered State?” New York Times

Lab: Dave’s Redistricting — sign up at https://davesredistricting.org
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AIUSE POLICY FOR STUDENT WORK

As artificial intelligence (Al) tools become increasingly accessible, it is important to clarify expectations for
their use in this course. You are welcome to use Al technologies (such as ChatGPT, Grammarly, or similar tools)
to support your independent work—such as brainstorming ideas, checking grammar, or improving the clarity
of your writing. However, you may not use Al to generate substantive content that you submit as your own
original work. All assignments, essays, and projects must reflect your own analysis, critical thinking, and voice.

Permitted Uses of Al:

- Qutlining or organizing your thoughts

« Checking grammar, spelling, or clarity

- Generating ideas or prompts to help you get started
« Reviewing your own drafts for readability

Prohibited Uses of Al:

- Submitting Al-generated essays, paragraphs, or answers as your own work
- Using Al to complete assignments, discussion posts, or projects in place of your own effort
- Copying and pasting Al-generated content without substantial revision and personal input

If you use Al tools in your process, you must disclose how you used them in a brief note at the end of your
assignment (e.qg., "l used ChatGPT to help brainstorm ideas for my outline.”).

Violations:
Submitting Al-generated content as your own is considered academic dishonesty and will be treated as a vio-
lation of the university’'s academic integrity policy.

If you have questions about what is or is not allowed, please ask before submitting your work.

REPRESENTATION STATEMENT

| am committed to including a broad range of perspectives in the readings and materials for this course. If you
believe a critical voice is missing, please let me know so | can improve the syllabus now and in future offerings.

We must treat every individual with respect. We come from many different backgrounds, and this variety of
viewpoints is fundamental to building and maintaining an equitable and inclusive campus community. “Rep-
resentation” can refer to the ways we identify ourselves—race, color, national origin, language, sex, disability,
age, sexual orientation, gender identity, religion, creed, ancestry, belief, veteran status, or genetic informa-
tion, among others. Each of these identities shapes the perspectives our students, faculty, and staff bring to
campus. Promoting these varied viewpoints not only fuels excellence and innovation but also advances the
pursuit of justice. We acknowledge our imperfections while fully committing to the work—inside and outside
our classrooms—of building and sustaining a campus community that embraces these core values.

Each of usis responsible for creating a safer, more inclusive environment.

Unfortunately, incidents of bias or discrimination do occur, whether intentional or unintentional. They con-
tribute to an unwelcoming atmosphere for individuals and groups at the university. Therefore, the university
encourages anyone who experiences or observes unfair or hostile treatment on the basis of identity to speak
out for justice and seek support—either in the moment or afterward. You can share your experiences using the
following resources:
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- Ethics Reporting Hotline
Submit an anonymous report by calling 844-587-0793 or visiting cmu.ethicspoint.com.
Allreports are documented and reviewed to determine whether further action is needed. Regardless of the
incident type, the university will use your feedback to transform our campus climate into one that is more
equitable and just.

ACCOMMODATIONS FOR STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

If you have a documented disability and an accommodations letter from the Office of Disability Resources,
please discuss your needs with me as early in the semester as possible. | will work with you to ensure that ac-
commodations are provided as appropriate. If you suspect you may have a disability and are not yet registered
with the Office of Disability Resources, you can contact them at access@andrew.cmu.edu.

STUDENT WELL-BEING

The past few years have been challenging. We are all under significant stress and uncertainty. | encourage you
to find ways to move regularly, eat well, and reach out to your support system—or to me at cervas@cmu.edu—if
you need help. We can all benefit from support during stressful times, and this semester is no exception.

As a student, you may experience a range of challenges that interfere with learning, such as strained relation-
ships, increased anxiety, substance use, feeling down, difficulty concentrating, or lack of motivation. These
mental health concerns or stressful events can diminish your academic performance and reduce your ability to
participate in daily activities. CMU offers services that can help, and treatment does work. Learn more about
confidential mental health services available on campus at:

- Counseling and Psychological Services: http://www.cmu.edu/counseling/
Phone (24/7): 412-268-2922

Please remember that support is always available—don't hesitate to reach out.

MAJOR DEBATES IN AMERICAN POLITICS: REFERENCE
SHEET

1. PUBLIC OPINION & POLITICAL BEHAVIOR

- Racial Threat Theory vs. Contact Theory

- Key Question: Does diversity increase prejudice or reduce it through interaction?

- Representative Scholars/Studies: V.0. Key (1949); Blalock (1967); Allport (1954); Pettigrew & Tropp
(20086)

- Economic vs. Cultural Polarization

n
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- Key Question: Are partisan divides driven by economics or cultural identity?

- Representative Scholars/Studies: Hochschild (2016); Inglehart & Norris (2016); Autor, Dorn, Hanson
(2013)

- Rational Voter vs. Low-Information Voter

- Key Question: Do voters make decisions based on policy or heuristics?

- Representative Scholars/Studies: Downs (1957); Converse (1964)
- Partisan Identity as Social Identity

- Key Question: Is partisanship a social identity or rational policy choice?

- Representative Scholars/Studies: Campbell et al. (1960); Green, Palmquist, & Schickler(2002)

2. INSTITUTIONS & REPRESENTATION

« Majoritarianism vs. Countermajoritarianism

- Key Question: Should institutions reflect majority will or protect minorities?

- Representative Scholars/Studies: Dahl(19586); Bickel (1962)
- Descriptive vs. Substantive Representation

- Key Question: Does shared identity between reps and constituents matter?

- Representative Scholars/Studies: Pitkin (1967); Mansbridge (1999)
- Electoral College & Malapportionment

- Key Question: Do these features protect federalism or undermine equality?

- Representative Scholars/Studies: Edwards (2004); Lee & Oppenheimer (1999)

3. FEDERALISM & STATE POWER

- Centralization vs. Decentralization

- Key Question: Should policy be set nationally or locally?

- Representative Scholars/Studies: Riker (1964); Kincaid (1990)
« Policy Diffusion

- Key Question: Do states innovate and spread good policy or reinforce inequality?

- Representative Scholars/Studies: Walker (1969); Berry & Berry (1990)
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4. POLITICAL POLARIZATION

- Elite-Driven vs. Mass-Driven Polarization

- Key Question: Are elites or the public the primary driver of polarization?

- Representative Scholars/Studies: Fiorina et al. (2005); Abramowitz & Saunders(2008)
- Asymmetric Polarization
- Key Question: Is polarization equal on both sides or skewed?

- Representative Scholars/Studies: McCarty, Poole, & Rosenthal (2006); Mann & Ornstein (2012)

5. RACE, ETHNICITY, & POLITICS

« Linked Fate vs. Individualism
- Key Question: Do marginalized groups vote as a bloc due to shared fate?

- Representative Scholars/Studies: Dawson (1994); McClain et al. (2009)
- Racial Resentment vs. Principled Conservatism

- Key Question: Is opposition to minority-focused policy driven by prejudice or ideology?

- Representative Scholars/Studies: Kinder & Sears (1981); Kinder & Kam (2009); Sniderman & Carmines
(1997)

6. POLITICAL ECONOMY

- Median Voter Theorem vs. Party Polarization
- Key Question: Do parties converge to the median voter or cater to their bases?

- Representative Scholars/Studies: Downs (1957); Ansolabehere et al. (2001)
« Economic Inequality & Democracy
- Key Question: Does inequality weaken democracy or can institutions buffer it?

- Representative Scholars/Studies: Gilens (2012); Bartels (2008)

7. POLITICAL COMMUNICATION

- Media Effects: Minimal vs. Strong

- Key Question: Does media mainly reinforce views or change minds?
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- Representative Scholars/Studies: Lazarsfeld et al. (1944); lyengar & Kinder (1987)
- Social Media & Polarization

- Key Question: Is social media polarizing politics or reflecting existing divides?

- Representative Scholars/Studies: Bail et al. (2018); Tucker et al. (2018)
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