
 
 

PLSC 300A: Inequality and American Democracy 
Summer 2020 ONLINE 

Instructor Information  
Meghan Condon, Ph.D. 
Email: mcondon1@luc.edu 
Office hours by appointment 
 
Professor Biography 
Welcome! I am an Assistant Professor in the Department of Political Science. I research and write about 
how inequality structures democratic life in the United States: how does the growing gap between the rich 
and the rest structure political power? Are people paying attention to growing inequality? What, if 
anything, do they want government to do about it, and where do those ideas come from? Do people feel 
empowered to speak up and make those opinions heard? What policies reduce inequality, particularly 
among children and youth?  

My forthcoming book, The Economic Other: Inequality in the American Political Imagination, looks at 
these questions and is coming out this summer with The University of Chicago Press. You will be the first 
students in the country to read it. In this class, we will investigate those questions together, and you will 
form your own perspective on them. 

I received my Ph.D. in Political Science from the University of Wisconsin-Madison, and before that (quite 
a long time ago) I was a middle and high school social studies teacher. Since then, I have been awarded 
the American Political Science Association (APSA) 2013 Best Experimental Dissertation Award and 
named the 2017 APSA Distinguished Junior Scholar in Political Psychology. My research has appeared 
in many outlets including The Washington Post, The Journal of Politics, Political Behavior, Political 
Psychology, and Policy Studies Journal and has been featured in expert testimony before the Chicago 
City Council. 
 
When I am not teaching, conducting research, or writing, I can usually be found running around 
(figuratively) with my three young children and husband, or running around (literally) on my own training 
for road races, which I hope will start up again on the other side of this pandemic. 

 
Essential Course Information 
Course Description and Framing Questions 

Economic inequality is at a record high in the US, and we are living through an era that draws attention 
relentlessly to that fact. The growing economic divide has emerged as a central issue of the 2020 
presidential contest, and COVID-19 is shining a spotlight on stark disparities in food security, healthcare, 
housing, employment, and other indicators of wellbeing. Through uprisings across the nation, Americans 
are focusing public attention on longstanding patterns of racism, violence, and subjugation, and many of 
these patterns have important economic dimensions. At the same time, media draw attention to the 
disproportionate impact of the pandemic and economic crisis on already marginalized groups. In this 
moment, many American individuals and families with little savings have been exposed to great financial 
risk en masse, while a smaller number has weathered the economic storm.  



This course explores the political causes and consequences of economic inequality. Our primary 
objective is to think critically about the following questions: 

• Is economic inequality compatible with healthy democracy or not? 
• Who is rich and who is poor in America? How have these patterns changed over time? 
• How does economic inequality intersect with other important cleavages in American society?  
• Why has the gap between the rich and the rest grown so much?  
• What, if anything, do Americans want government to do to address this inequality?  
• How do people develop opinions about the rich, the poor, and inequality itself?  
• What policies have been proposed to address growing inequality, and which are most promising? 

Students will explore cutting edge research and data on economic divides, public opinion trends, and 
policy solutions. This course will also pay particular attention to the social experience of inequality, 
investigating how much we interact with and think about others whose life circumstances differ from our 
own, and why that matters in a democracy. 

Learning Outcomes 
By the end of this course, students should grow in their capacity to: 

• Explain trends in economic inequality across time and social groups in the contemporary US. 
• Formulate arguments about the compatibility of economic inequality and democracy. 
• Identify and evaluate policy proposals for reducing economic inequality, increasing mobility and 

opportunity, and reducing poverty.  
• Think critically about how people make political decisions and form attitudes.  
• Communicate effectively and civilly with peers and with people with whom they disagree. 
• Express evidence-based arguments through speaking and writing. 

 
Required Book 
There is one required book for the course: 
Condon, Meghan, & Wichowsky, Amber (2020). The Economic Other: Inequality in the American Political 
Imagination. University of Chicago Press. 
 
Using the link above, the ebook can be rented for the duration of our course (45 days) for $10, or it can 
be purchased for $30. Discounts also apply (ebooks are currently on 30% discount at UCP). A few notes 
(please read carefully): 

• The COVID-19 pandemic has affected the publishing industry dramatically and has delayed the 
official release of the book. The release was planned for June, but currently it is not available on 
bookseller sites (e.g. Amazon), and it is not available in paperback yet.  

• The book is currently available in .pdf and EPUB format. The choice is yours, but if you are 
unfamiliar with electronic books, know that pdfs work just like all .pdf files, and epub files have a 
bit more functionality (they change to fit your phone, tablet, or e-reader like a website) you can 
read EPUB books on computers, phones, and e-readers, but procedures may differ depending on 
your device. If you are unfamiliar with electronic books, please see this overview and set of 
instructions for reading epub files. 

• If you have any problems or challenges obtaining the book, please contact me immediately so we 
can work together to get you a copy. 

 
There are several other reading and viewing assignments, all are linked to the course Sakai site and are 
available online. Depending on streaming service subscriptions, students may also need to rent one 
documentary for $3.99 from YouTube or iTunes in Week 1. All other course materials are freely available. 
 
Responsiveness 
Students can expect replies by email from the professor within one business day. Students who plan to 
do a significant amount of coursework on the weekends should plan for email replies to come on 



weekdays. Grades for all assignments submitted on time will be available in the Sakai gradebook within 
one week of the assignment deadline.  

 
Assignments and Grading 
Your To-Do List: Six Repeating Tasks Every Week 
This is an intensive, six-week, upper division course. As such, you should expect to devote a 
considerable amount of time to it each week. We cover roughly the same content as a 15-week course in 
40 percent of the time. You will complete one module of work every week. All modules follow the same 
structure, with a repeating six-task list: 
 

1. A reading assignment from The Economic Other 
2. A data investigation assignment (a selection of data journalism, fact sheets, interactive data 

displays and calculators, and statistical reports to explore) 
3. A viewing assignment (a documentary film, news report, or television program) 
4. A multiple choice reading/ viewing check quiz (questions will be taken from reading, data, and 

viewing assignments) 
5. An online discussion forum (you must post a minimum of two responses per week). 
6. A tutorial discussion session, which will focus on discussion of The Economic Other, but in which 

we can also extend discussion of your forum posts and address your clarifying questions about 
the rest of the week’s material. 

 
What is graded every week? 

1. A first forum post (submit by Wednesday 11:55 pm CST) 
2. Attendance at your assigned Thursday tutorial 
3. A forum reply (submit by Sunday 11:55 pm CST) 
4. A quiz by (submit Sunday 11:55 pm CST) 

 
Final Essay 
In addition to the regularly occurring work, you will compose one original final essay, which is explained in 
detail on Sakai in the Assignment Submission Box. Grading criteria and details (rubric) are also attached 
to the Sakai Assignment Box. 
 
Essay Deadlines: You must send me your general idea for a topic by the end of Week 4 (though you may 
send it earlier to get a head start), and then submit the final essay by the end of Week 6. You may send 
me a draft or outline for feedback during Week 5, but this is not required. 
 
Workflow and Deadlines 
The work for the course is available for you to see from the start, with the exception of the quizzes which 
go live on Mondays. You may organize your own work calendar as you see fit and work ahead if needed. 
Note that each week, some of the work must be completed by Wednesday and some by Sunday at 
11:55 pm CST.  

• Wednesday deadlines:  
o The first forum post each week must be posted by Wednesday at 11:55 pm CST each 

week. 
o The Economic Other reading must be complete before your scheduled Thursday Tutorial 

Session. 
• Sunday deadlines: 

o The quiz and reply post must be complete by Sunday at 11:55 pm each week. 
• Exception: note that all of the final week’s work (essay, quiz, forum reply) must be complete by 

Friday August 7th at 11:55 pm per university guidelines (not Sunday).  
 
You may arrange the work however it fits your schedule. However, I strongly recommend the 
following: 



 
Monday: I’ll send an email every Monday giving you an overview of the week’s work. Even if you don’t 
have time for anything else on Mondays, read the email and then look at the module framing questions, 
quiz questions, and forum prompt. The quizzes are designed to be reading/ viewing checks, so it is fine if 
you write down answers for yourself as you find them in the material and then officially take the quiz once 
you know all of them. (You may open the quiz multiple times, and there is no time limit, but please note 
that you may only submit answers once.) 
 
Monday-Wednesday: With the framing questions, quiz questions, and forum prompt in mind, spend the 
early part of the week reading and viewing. Always begin with The Economic Other reading, then do the 
Data Investigation and the Viewing Assignment. Write your forum post at some point during the first part 
of the week. 
 
Thursday-Weekend: Attend the tutorial discussion session on Thursday. Submit the quiz and write your 
second forum post (response to classmate). Spend any additional available study time in the later part of 
the week working on your essay or getting ahead on the next week’s material. 
 
How to Do Data Investigation Exercises 
Going through a data investigation assignment should take you 1-2 hours. Each week you will find a list of 
data visualizations such as graphic summaries of research findings, calculators, and interactive maps. 
You could probably skim through the list without much thought in a few minutes, but that is not the intent. 
Instead, take these exercises as opportunities to practice engaging with data like policy makers, scholars, 
and leaders. Data fluency is an incredibly valuable professional skill - hone it! 
 
Sit down with a pen and paper, go through each item on the list slowly, and take notes as you go. What 
data are being analyzed? What is the purpose of the graph, map, or statistical finding? What is the main 
take-home point? Could you explain it to someone else? Why is it significant? At the end of the exercise, 
look over your notes. Take some time to think about what you learned. Has your understanding of the 
week’s topic changed? Did you change your mind about anything? Is there something in particular you’d 
like to remember? Are you left with questions you’d like to ask me or your classmates? 
 
If the visualization is interactive (like some of the maps, calculators, and graphs), play around and 
experiment with the data. What questions can you ask and answer? What differences can you find 
between geographic locations, times, or groups of people? 
 
Synchronous Tutorial Participation 
All students will attend a small group discussion with the professor each week. All Tutorials have been 
scheduled on Thursdays due to student availability. You will be emailed with your reoccurring Zoom 
meeting invitation. Tutorials are an opportunity for us to dig in more deeply to the issues raised in the 
week’s selection from The Economic Other and your forum postings in a small group setting. To receive 
full tutorial participation points, you must attend your assigned Zoom meeting, speak up with questions 
and contributions, and respond thoughtfully to classmates. It must be evident that you consistently read 
and give thought to the assignments prior to the session. 

• Students will earn A participation grades (100) if they exceed expectations, meaning 
they attend, engage in discussion with civility and respect for others, and participate 
frequently, demonstrating a thoughtful engagement with the reading by referencing the 
text and a spirit of curiosity and inquiry. Students must also demonstrate that they are 
listening to peers to earn an A, referencing others’ comments and refraining from 
dominating the conversation. 

• Students will earn B participation grades (85) if they meet expectations,  meaning 
they attend and engage in discussion with civility and respect for others, though they may 
not consistently demonstrate full preparation and engagement with the reading or may 
not consistently demonstrate that they are listening to peers (not referencing others’ 
comments, dominating the conversation). 



• Students will earn a C (75) if they attend but otherwise fail to meet expectations by not 
participating or making isolated comments that are disconnected from the group’s 
conversation and the course material. Students may also earn a C if they attend but 
clearly have not prepared by doing the reading, or if they attend only a portion of the 
meeting without communicating in advance with Dr. Condon. 

• No points will be entered for students who do not attend the session, or who make 
disrespectful or uncivil comments. 

• Excused absences: in rare cases it may be necessary for a student to miss the tutorial. 
In these cases, the student must contact Dr. Condon in advance to make an alternative 
arrangement. Alternative arrangements will be made for students with unavoidable work, 
caretaking, or health situations. Of course, in the case of severe emergencies, if the 
student is unable to contact Dr. Condon, exceptions will be made. 
 

Grading Distribution and Scale 
 
Introduction and reply (2%) 
6 quizzes (30% 5 percent each) 
5 discussion forums (30%, 6% each, see rubric 
in Sakai) 
6 tutorial sessions (18%, 3% each, see grading 
criteria on syllabus) 
1 final essay (20%, see rubric in Sakai) 
 
 

A 93-100 
A-90-92 
B+ 87-89 
B 83-86 
B-80-82 
C+77-79 
C 73-77 
C- 70-72 
D+67-69 
D 60-66

 
Late work and make up 
Late work will be penalized 10 points per day out of 100 and will no longer be accepted one week after 
the deadline. Students with extenuating circumstances should contact Dr. Condon in advance. 
 
Academic Integrity  
Loyola University Chicago takes seriously the issues of plagiarism and academic integrity. Below is an 
excerpt, quoted directly, of the university’s statement on integrity.  
“The faculty and administration of Loyola University Chicago wish to make it clear that the following acts 
are regarded as serious violations of personal honesty and the academic ideal that binds the university 
into a learning community: 
Submitting as one's own: 
1. Material copied from a published source: print, internet, CD-ROM, audio, video, etc.  
2. Another person's unpublished work or examination material.  
3. Allowing another or paying another to write or research a paper for one's own benefit.  
4. Purchasing, acquiring, and using for course credit a pre-written paper. 
The critical issue is to give proper recognition to other sources. To do so is both an act of personal, 
professional courtesy and of intellectual honesty.”  
Read through Loyola’s full statement on Academic Integrity.  
 
Academic dishonesty will not be tolerated. All formal assignments will be automatically run through 
Turnitin.com (an extremely effective plagiarism detection tool). Incidents of plagiarism will result in a 
grade of F (zero) on the assignment in question. The behavior will be reported to the chair of your major 
department and to the Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences. Note that records of academic 
misconduct may be transmitted to medical school, law schools, and other organizations who have a 
legitimate reason to inquire.  
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Additional Course Policies 
Guidelines for Engagement with Peers 
Across all of the topics in this course, we will explore the controversies that animate contemporary 
American politics, applying course theories and concepts each week to build a deeper understanding of 
inequality in the US. The topics we discuss often connect to deeply felt opinions and significant lived 
experiences. Our aim will be to approach the controversial landscape of American politics and inequality 
with civility, open minds, and respect for each other. To that end, in written and spoken discourse we will: 

• Challenge ideas, not individuals. 
• Ask each other for clarification when comments strike a nerve. 
• Speak from our own experience, avoiding generalization about others or groups. 
• Recognize that many of the topics in this class reflect controversies about which reasonable, 

informed people still disagree. 
• Seek to understand the reasoning, experience, and values that underlie positions that are 

different from our own. In this class, aim for curious over combative. 
These principals are as important online as in person. Adhere to the same standards of conduct you 
would in person. Additionally, keep in mind that American political communication takes place both in 
person and online, but online communication is often less civil and more polarized. Take this class as an 
opportunity to develop your capacity to be civil, kind, curious, and generous in an online political 
environment. 
 
Copyright  
Copyright law was designed to give rights to the creators of written work, artistic work, computer 
programs, and other creative materials. The Copyright Act requires that people who use or make 
reference to the work of others must follow a set of guidelines designed to protect authors’ rights. The 
complexities of copyright law in no way excuse users from following these rules. The safest practice is to 
remember (1) to refrain from distributing works used in class (whether distributed by the professor or used 
for research); they are likely copyright protected and (2) that any research or creative work should be 
cited according to APA guidelines. Read more about LUC’s copyright resources online: luc.edu/copyright. 
 
Intellectual Property 
All lectures, notes, PowerPoints and other instructional materials in this course are the intellectual 
property of the professor. As a result, they may not be distributed or shared in any manner, either on 
paper or virtually without my written permission. Lectures may not be recorded without my written 
consent; when consent is given, those recordings may be used for review only and may not be 
distributed. Recognizing that your work, too, is your intellectual property, I will not share or distribute your 
work in any form without your written permission.  
 
Statement of Intent 
By remaining in this course, students are agreeing to accept this syllabus as a contract and to abide by 
the guidelines outlined in the document. Students will be consulted should there be a necessary change 
to the syllabus.  
 
Student Support 
I am committed to providing a safe and equitable learning environment for all students. Please be aware 
that resources and accommodations are available at Loyola for students who have exceptional learning 
needs, economic hardship, and have experienced sexual or gender-based violence or harassment or 
discrimination.  

Students are urged to contact me should they have questions concerning course materials and 
procedures. If you have any special circumstance that may have some impact on your course work, 
please let me know so we can establish a plan for assignment completion.  
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If you have a documented exceptional learning need or disability, please contact me early in the 
semester so that arrangements can be made with Student Accessibility Center 
(http://www.luc.edu/sac/). 

Any student who faces challenges securing their food or housing and believes this may affect their 
performance in the course is urged to contact the Dean of Students for support. Furthermore, please notify 
me if you are comfortable in doing so. I will make every effort to assist you in navigating university and 
public resources. 
 
If you (or someone you know) has experienced or experiences any form of discrimination or sexual 
harassment, including sexual assault, domestic violence, dating violence, and stalking, know that you are 
not alone. Loyola University has staff members trained to support you in navigating campus 
life, accessing health and counseling services, providing academic and housing accommodations, helping 
with legal protective orders, and more. Please be aware all Loyola faculty members are legally 
“responsible employees,” which means that if you tell me about a situation involving sexual harassment, 
sexual assault, dating violence, domestic violence, or stalking, I must share that information with the Title 
IX Coordinator.  Although I have to make that notification, you will control how your case will be handled, 
including whether or not you wish to pursue a formal complaint. Our goal is to make sure you are aware 
of the range of options available to you and have access to the resources you need. If you wish to speak 
to someone privately, you can contact the Wellness Center. Additionally, to connect with Loyola 
Advocacy Services, call the Sexual Assault Advocacy Line at 773-494-3810. The Line is open Monday-
Friday, 8am-4:30pm and 24 hours on the weekend when classes are in session. 

Links to Resources 

• ITS HelpDesk 
o Email: helpdesk@luc.edu 
o Phone: 773-508-4487 

• Library  
o Subject Specialists: http://libraries.luc.edu/specialists 

• Student Accessibility Center 
• Writing Center 
• Ethics Hotline 

o Phone: 855.603.6988 
• Center for Tutoring and Academic Excellence 
• Loyola Bookstore 
• Financial Aid 

Technology Considerations 
To complete this course, students will need a device with a webcam, microphone, internet connectivity, 
Zoom software, word processing software, and capacity to read an EPUB or pdf ebook. 
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Weekly Schedule 

Week Dates Topic Assignments Due 
Week 1 June 29-July 5 Problems with 

Inequality and 
Democracy 

Introduction Forum 
Week 1 Quiz 
Week 1 Forum 
Week 1 Tutorial 
 

Week 2 July 6-12 Poverty and the Poor Week 2 Quiz 
Week 2 Forum 
Week 2 Tutorial 
 

Week 3 July 13-19 Wealth and the Wealthy Week 3 Quiz 
Week 3 Forum 
Week 3 Tutorial 
 

Week 4 July 20-26 Status, Comparison, 
and Opinion about 
Inequality 

Week 4 Quiz 
Week 4 Forum 
Week 4 Tutorial 
Email essay idea to Dr. 
Condon 
 

Week 5 July 27-August 2 Why Don’t Americans 
Demand 
Redistribution? 

Week 5 Quiz 
Week 5 Tutorial 
 

Week 6 August 2-7 Thinking about The 
Future and The 
Potential for Reform 

Week 6 Quiz 
Week 6 Forum 
Week 6 Tutorial 
Final Essay 

 


