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SYLLABUS 
 
COMM 440/COMM 651: Political/Presidential Communication  
Spring 2020 
 
Dr. Mercieca 
Office:  202G Bolton Hall 
Office Hours:  T/TH 10:00-11:00 and by appointment. 
Email:  mercieca@tamu.edu 
      
 
Course Description: 
There has been a distinct disruption in presidential communication over the past four years. 
This course will put those changes into their institutional and historical context. We will 
examine how American presidents have responded to changes in communication technologies 
in a predictable arc from the rhetorical presidency to the post-rhetorical presidency to the 
outrage presidency. We will examine both traditional topics related to communication and the 
American presidency and recent concerns about communication and the American presidency. 
We will focus on theories of the presidency and presidential rhetoric (e.g., rhetorical presidency 
and bully pulpit, imperial presidency), perceptions of the presidency (e.g., textbook presidency, 
expectations gap, symbolic presidency, heroic presidency, presidentiality), as well as the 
analysis of presidential campaigning, presidential discourse, and presidential speechwriting. 
We will also examine how President Donald Trump has harnessed the logics of outrage, 
engagement, and attention to dominate the American public sphere. 
 
Student Learning Outcomes: 
By the end of the semester students will have the critical and analytic tools necessary to 
participate in the political process and will have experience in working as political campaign 
consultants and speech-writers. 
 
Learning Outcomes: 

• Critical Thinking Skills - to include creative thinking, innovation, inquiry, and analysis, 
evaluation and synthesis of information 

• Communication Skills - to include effective development, interpretation and expression 
of ideas through written, oral and visual communication 

• Social Responsibility: to include intercultural competence, knowledge of civic 
responsibility, and the ability to engage effectively in regional, national, and global 
communities 

 
Required Readings:  
All course materials are available as pdf files on eCampus.  You will need the Adobe Acrobat 
Reader, which is available through any on-campus computer.  We will discuss each reading in 
class on the day that it appears on the calendar. 
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Grading: 
Your work in this class will be graded carefully and strictly.  I assume that you are capable of 
writing mature, upper division-level essays.  Plagiarism (including cutting and pasting from the 
internet without citing the original source) will not be tolerated.  Because this is a writing 
intensive course, students cannot pass this course without passing the writing assignments.  
Your work will be graded according to the following scale: 
Every paper you turn in will be graded according to the quality of your Prose, Intellectual 
Content, and Argument.  
 

1) Prose: writing that shows both advanced academic writing and no grammatical errors. 
 

2) Intellectual Content: insightful analysis, not mere summary. 
 

3) Argument: you have made a clear argument and supported it with solid evidence.   
 
A = Exceptionally Strong Work that demonstrates excellence in all three of the above 
categories. 
 
B = solid, strong work that misses one category while still achieving excellence in two 
categories. 
 
C = work that addresses the criteria of the assignment while exhibiting serious flaws in one or 
more categories. 
 
D = work that is poorly written and is structurally flawed.  Such work requires, at the very 
least, immediate office consultation with me. 
 
Grading Scale (in points): 
A = 89.51-100 
B = 79.51-89.50 
C = 69.51- 79.50 
D = 59.51-69.50 
F = 59.50 and below 
 
Assignments: 
 
Weekly Essay Assignment: each week there will be a writing prompt based upon that week’s 
readings. You are required to write a two-page response to the question I’ve asked, drawing 
from the readings to explain your answer (quote from the readings as evidence to explain your 
position). Your weekly essay will be due (turn it in on ecampus) at the beginning of class. Your 
paper should be double spaced, free from proofreading errors, well-focused on the question I’ve 
asked, and incorporate quotations from all of that week’s assigned readings. You will find each 
week’s writing prompt on the weekly calendar below. Each week’s essay is worth 5 points (13 x 
5 = 65 points total) 
 
Final Paper Assignment: select one of the weekly writing prompts and (incorporating my 
feedback from your first paper) expand upon your answer to include reflections from the 
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readings from the rest of the semester. Your final paper will be due May 4 (turn it in on 
ecampus).  Your paper should be double spaced, free from proofreading errors, well-focused on 
the question I’ve asked, and incorporate quotations from at least six assigned readings. Your 
final paper should be 6-8 pages in length. Your final paper is worth 35 points.  
 
Weekly Essays 65 
Final Essay  35 
     
Total Possible Points = 100 
 
Course Policies: 
Attendance: 
The University views class attendance as the responsibility of an individual student. Attendance 
is essential to complete the course successfully. University rules related to excused and 
unexcused absences are located on-line at http://student-rules.tamu.edu/rule07. 
 
Good citizenship:  

1. You are in class on time every day 
2. You are ready to discuss the day’s readings 
3. You contribute to class discussions (not texting, chatting, etc.) 

  
Special Accommodations: 
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is a federal anti-discrimination statute that provides 
comprehensive civil rights protection for persons with disabilities. Among other things, this 
legislation requires that all students with disabilities be guaranteed a learning environment that 
provides for reasonable accommodation of their disabilities. If you believe you have a disability 
requiring an accommodation, please contact Disability Services, currently located in the 
Disability Services building at the Student Services at White Creek complex on west campus or 
call 979-845-1637. For additional information visit http://disability.tamu.edu. 
 
Academic Integrity Statement: 
“An Aggie does not lie, cheat or steal or tolerate those who do.” All syllabi must contain a 
section that states the Aggie Honor Code (as stated above) and refers the student to the Honor 
Council Rules and Procedures on the web: http://www.tamu.edu/aggiehonor. 
 
Title IX and Statement on Limits to Confidentiality 
Texas A&M University and the College of Liberal Arts are committed to fostering a learning 
environment that is safe and productive for all. University policies and federal and state laws 
provide guidance for achieving such an environment. Although class materials are generally 
considered confidential pursuant to student record policies and laws, University employees — 
including instructors — cannot maintain confidentiality when it conflicts with their 
responsibility to report certain issues that jeopardize the health and safety of our community. 
As the instructor, I must report (per Texas A&M System Regulation 08.01.01) the following 
information to other University offices if you share it with me, even if you do not want the 
disclosed information to be shared: 
  

http://student-rules.tamu.edu/rule07
http://disability.tamu.edu/
http://www.tamu.edu/aggiehonor
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Allegations of sexual assault, sexual discrimination, or sexual harassment when they involve 
TAMU students, faculty, or staff, or third parties visiting campus. 
  
These reports may trigger contact from a campus official who will want to talk with you about 
the incident that you have shared. In many cases, it will be your decision whether or not you 
wish to speak with that individual. If you would like to talk about these events in a more 
confidential setting, you are encouraged to make an appointment with the Student Counseling 
Service (https://scs.tamu.edu/). 
  
Students and faculty can report non-emergency behavior that causes them to be concerned 
at http://tellsomebody.tamu.edu  
 

Class Calendar 
DATE TOPIC READINGS WRITING 

PROMPT 
January 14 Course overview  Mercieca, “The 

Emergence of the 
Outrage Presidency,” 
1-5. 

NONE 

January 21 How did the Founders create 
the presidency? 

Carol Birkin, 
“Introduction,” “The 
Perils of Power” & 
“Debating the 
Presidency Once 
Again” 1-10, 68-95, 116-
148. 

In retrospect, what 
is the biggest flaw 
with the 
presidency? 

January 28 How do we think about 
presidential greatness? 

1) Dennis Simon, 
“Public Expectations of 
the President,” 135- 
159. 
2) Mercieca & Vaughn, 
“The Rhetoric of 
Heroic Expectations,” 
1-20. 

What is wrong 
with treating the 
president as the 
nation’s hero? 

February 4 How do we think about how 
the president communicates? 

1) David Greenberg, 
“Beyond the Bully 
Pulpit,” 22-29. 
2) David Zarefsky, 
“Presidential Rhetoric 
and the Power of 
Definition,”607-619. 

Does the president 
have too much 
power to 
communicate with 
the public? 

  

https://scs.tamu.edu/
http://tellsomebody.tamu.edu/
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February 11 What are the tools of political 
communication? 

1) McCombs and Shaw, 
“The Agenda Setting 
Function of Mass 
Media,” 176-187. 
2) Robert Entman, 
“Framing: Toward 
Clarification of a 
Fractured Paradigm,” 
51-58. 
3) Dietram Scheufele & 
David Tewksbury, 
Framing, “Agenda 
Setting, and Priming: 
The Evolution of Three 
Media Effects Models,” 
9–20. 

Who should have 
the power to set the 
nation’s agenda? 

February 18 The rhetorical presidency 
model 

1) Jeffrey Tulis, “The 
Rhetorical Presidency 
in Retrospect,” 481–
500. 
2) Mary E. Stuckey, 
“Rethinking the 
Rhetorical Presidency 
and Presidential 
Rhetoric,” 38-52. 

What was lost with 
the emergence of 
the rhetorical 
presidency? 

February 25 Rhetorical presidency and the 
press 

Noam Chomsky, 
“Media Control,” 5-58. 

How did media 
cooperation and 
public relations 
serve the 
presidency? 

March 3 Threats to the rhetorical 
presidency 

Obama & Romney 
campaign staff, 
“Campaigns and the 
Press,” Electing the 
President, 48-80. 

How did the 
mainstream media 
lose control over 
the agenda setting 
power? 

March 10 SPRING BREAK NONE  
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March 17 The post-rhetorical presidency 
model 

1) Hartnett & Mercieca, 
““A Discovered 
Dissembler Can 
Achieve Nothing 
Great”; Or, Four 
Theses on the Death of 
Presidential Rhetoric in 
an Age of Empire,” 
599-621. 
2) Mercieca, “Ignoring 
the President,” 206-230. 

What was lost with 
the emergence of 
the post-rhetorical 
presidency? 

March 24 Outrage & the Attention 
Economy 

1) Jeffrey Berry & Sarah 
Sobieraj, “The Outrage 
Industry,” 3-26. 
2) Michael Goldhaber, 
“ATTENTION 
SHOPPERS!” 1-15. 

Why are outrage 
and attention bad 
metrics for 
organizing our 
public sphere?  

March 31 The Presidency & 
Demagoguery 

1) James W. Ceaser, 
“Demagoguery 
Statesmanship and 
Presidential Politics,” 
75-117. 
2) Mercieca, “The 
Announcement 
Spectacle,” Demagogue 
for President, 1-14. 

Why is it 
dangerous for a 
presidential 
candidate to use 
demagoguery? 

April 7 Trump & Distrust 1) Barbara A. Misztal, 
“Trust and 
cooperation: the 
democratic public 
sphere,” 371–386. 
 2) Mercieca, “Now, the 
poor guy. You gotta 
see this guy,” 
Demagogue for 
President, 1-6. 

Why do ad 
hominem attacks 
erode trust? 
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April 14 Trump & Polarization 1) Thomas Edge, 
“Southern Strategy 2.0 
Conservatives, White 
Voters, and the 
Election of Barack 
Obama,” 426-444. 
2) Mercieca, “’I didn’t 
tweet; I retweeted 
somebody that was 
supposedly an expert. 
Am I gonna check 
every statistic? All it 
was is a retweet. And it 
wasn’t from me’,” 
Demagogue for 
President, 1-8. 

Why use racism to 
increase 
polarization? 

April 21 Trump & Frustration 1) Jason Stanley, “Law 
and Order,” How 
Fascism Works, 109-
126. 
2) Mercieca, “I. Am. 
Your. Voice!” 
Demagogue for 
President, 1-18. 

Why do 
authoritarian 
appeals work with 
a frustrated 
electorate? 

    
    
Final Exam 
Date 

May 4, 1:00-3:00 FINAL PAPER DUE  

    
 
 
 


	Email:  mercieca@tamu.edu

