
POL 241: Introduction to American Government 
Midterm Guidance 

 
You will have one hour and forty minutes to complete the exam; the exam will start 
promptly at 3pm on Sunday, October 13th. I will collect all exams at 4:40pm. There will 
not be a break, and you may not leave the room before turning in your exam. 
 
PART ONE: Quick Facts.  
 
The shortest part of the exam will be simple factual questions that you can answer in a 
word or phrase. These questions will primarily cover the material in the textbook, 
including the structure, powers, and historical development of the federal government. 
 
PART TWO: Vocabulary. 
 
The second part of the exam covers terminology. You will get to choose from a list of 
terms that were in the textbook or that we have covered in class. In two or three sentences 
you should define the term and explain its significance. You do not need to memorize the 
book’s exact definitions, though the glossary at the back of your textbook may help you 
prepare. Do not just define the term without explaining its significance. For example, if 
you chose the term “filibuster” (see p. 505 in your textbook), you might write: 
 

Filibuster: A Senator can “filibuster” by speaking continuously on the floor of the 
Senate, which prevents a bill from coming to a vote. This can delay or prevent the 
passage of legislation that would otherwise receive majority support. This is one 
of the ways in which Senate rules protect and empower minority interests. 

 
You could also mention a famous example of a filibuster, for instance Strom Thurmond’s 
objection to Civil Rights legislation, or that the filibuster is not a power mentioned in the 
Constitution.  
 
PART THREE: Text Analysis. This is where most of the points are on this exam. You 
should plan to spend between two thirds and three quarters of your time on this section. 
 
You will respond to three of the major texts we’ve read this semester. You will be given a 
list of short excerpts to choose from. You will have to identify the text and its author, and 
then explain the importance of the text in the context of American politics. Some 
important reminders: 
 

• Please do not give me your opinion of the text; this is not a reading response. Tell 
me what the author meant, and why that matters. I want to know what you learned 
from the reading and from our discussion.  

• Do not go off on a tangent. Some of you may have read other texts by these 
authors. Stick to the text you have been assigned. (If you want to put the short 
extract from the exam in the context of the larger piece we read, that is great.) 

 



These are the texts you should be prepared to discuss: 
 

1) John Stuart Mill: Considerations on Representative Government 
2) Alexis de Tocqueville: Democracy in America 
3) Madison, Federalist 51  
4) The Constitution 
5) Edmund Morgan: American Slavery, American Freedom 
6) Robin Einhorn: American Taxation, American Slavery 
7) Abraham Lincoln: Second Inaugural Address 
8) Franklin Roosevelt: Annual Message to Congress 
9) Korematsu v. United States 
10) Brown v. Board of Education 
11) Roe v. Wade 

 
Excerpts will be drawn from the most significant portions of the texts. Do not worry that 
I will ask you to discuss which branch of government has the power to “establish Post 
Offices and post Roads,” or the meaning of an obscure series of precedents in a Supreme 
Court opinion. Focus on the big ideas. 
 
EXAMPLE: Aristotle is not on the list of assigned texts, but I did give you a quote from 
him, and I’ll use that here as an example of what text analysis should look like. (The 
excerpts on the exam will be longer, perhaps a paragraph. You should not feel that you 
should have been able to write this about Aristotle given our brief discussion in class, 
though some of it should sound familiar. For the texts you have been assigned, however, 
you should be able to produce something similar to this.) 
 

“Man is by nature a political animal.” 
 

In the first chapter of Politics, Aristotle says that man is naturally inclined to 
engage in politics. The quote could be read to suggest that man is inherently 
inclined to seek power. But Aristotle is making a different point: that people must 
be political in order to live a complete life. Unlike animals, Aristotle argues later 
in this chapter, men are capable of recognizing what is just and unjust. It is 
through their political participation that they can develop this fundamentally 
human trait of justice. To be fully human, therefore, one must be political. 

 
Notice that this example does four key things: 
 

• Correctly names the author and the title of the work.  
• Very quickly paraphrases the main substance. 
• Explains what Aristotle meant and shows I’ve read the larger text. 
• Avoids dwelling on whether I, Vanessa Williamson, think man is a political 

animal. 
 
If this seems intimidating to you, don’t worry. We will practice text analysis before the 
exam, and this is also something you can practice with me during office hours. 


