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Course Description 
Capital punishment has played a prominent role in the ongoing development of American socio-legal culture.  As such, the death penalty has gone through several stages.  This course will focus on the “modern era” of capital punishment, which began with the Supreme Court’s decision in Gregg v. Georgia in 1976.  In this decision, the Court built a new framework for the administration of capital punishment.  This new system was built to ensure that the death penalty would be meted out fairly based on objective criteria.  The Court established elaborate guidelines intended to guide jury decision-making.  We will study this system at length and whether juries are able and willing to follow the framework laid out for them.  In doing so, we will also study discrimination in sentencing and the social psychology of juror cognition.  Other primary topics include public opinion and its influence on lawmaking, effective assistance of counsel, and methods of execution and the 8th Amendment.  We will conclude by exploring emerging issues and the future of the death penalty in America.

Course Goals

Students who successfully complete this course will be able to:

1) Fully understand the Supreme Court’s evolving standards of decency rationale and explain the relationships between public opinion and the administration of capital punishment
2) Understand jury decision-making in capital cases and evaluate the policies that govern juror cognition.

3) Describe how impartiality is assessed by the courts, legislative bodies, and the public and whether the administration of the death penalty meets these goals.

4) Separate ideology-driven, subjective perspectives from evidence-based information and act in a professional capacity based on the latter. 

Reading Materials

Texts:

Bohm, R.M. (2013). Capital punishment’s collateral damage. Durham, NC: Carolina 

Academic Press.
Garland, D. (2010). Peculiar institution: America’s death penalty in an age of abolition. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Westervelt, S.D., & Cook, K.J. (2012). Life after death row: Exonerees’ search for 

community and identity. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.

NOTE: other readings may be assigned throughout the semester.

Course Requirements and Grading

Your final grade will be based on two exams and a term paper.
1) Midterm exam:

50 points 

2) Final exam:


50 points

3) Term paper:


50 points

2 exams @ 50 points each + term paper @ 50 points = 150 total possible points

Exams: Each exam will be comprised of three essay questions.  You must choose two to answer.  Each question will be worth 25 points.  See the end of this syllabus for a schedule of readings and exams.  

Term paper: This term paper should be 10 to 12 pages in length and will be due no later than December 11.  You may write about any topic related to capital punishment.  I encourage you to research and write about a topic that you are passionate about.  I also encourage you to discuss your ideas about this paper and your intended approach with me frequently.  
Class Policies
Participation

Your participation in class discussions is an important component of this course.  The topics we will cover are often highly contentious and I expect you to have strong opinions.  Students who are unwilling to participate and take the activities seriously should drop the course and allow students who are interested the chance to be involved.  I also expect that your opinions will, at times, conflict heavily with those of your fellow students.  You should not hesitate to express your disagreements with others, including me.  You are, however, required to do so respectfully.  Class discussions will be conducted in the spirit of academic inquiry, which is predicated upon a passionate desire to understand diverse experiences and perspectives.
Make-Up Exams
You will only be allowed to make-up exams if your absence is the result of a documented medical emergency and/or death in the family.  If this is the case, you must provide legitimate written documentation of the emergency.  If possible, you should notify me of your emergency prior to missing class or immediately thereafter.  This will expedite the process of verifying the reason for your absence, as well as arranging the make-up should your emergency meet the above requirements.  Make-up exams must be taken within one week of the original exam date, absent any extenuating circumstance(s) related to your emergency.  The format and content of any make-up exams will be different than the original.  There will be no make-up for the final exam.
Academic Dishonesty/Integrity

All students are required to conduct themselves with utmost honesty and integrity in all aspects related to this course.  Any act of academic dishonesty will not be tolerated and may result in failing the course.  Academic dishonesty includes, but is not limited to, cheating on a test, plagiarism, and collusion – the unauthorized collaboration with another person in preparing work offered for course credit.  

Grade Appeals

Please keep all your graded work.  You cannot, under any circumstance, dispute a grade on an exam or assignment if you cannot provide the original copy.  Should you have any discrepancy with a grade you receive, you must submit a written complaint and meet with me within one week of receiving the grade.  Bring the original copy of the exam or assignment to this meeting.  Written complaints must address specific comments and/or grading criteria.  Filing an appeal does not guarantee that your grade will be changed.  Grades are not verbally negotiable.

Disabled Student Policy

Any student in this class may request learning assistance by submitting a written statement that describes the nature of your impairment and any specific accommodations you may need.  I expect that most needs can be met quite easily by speaking with me.  However, should you need additional assistance please contact the Dean of Students’ Office at http://www.dos.unt.edu/index.html or by calling (940) 565-2648.
Tentative Course Schedule

Week One: 8/28
Introduction & Orientation

Week Two: 9/4
Topic: Public opinion and deterrence

Readings: Chapter 2 and 9 in handout

Week Three: 9/11
Topic: Juror qualification and decision making

Readings: Chapter 16 and 17 in handout

Week Four: 9/18
Topic: Race discrimination and future dangerousness

Readings: Chapter 11 and 19 in handout

Week Five: 9/25
Open
Week Six: 10/2
Open

Week Seven: 10/9
Midterm Exam 
Week Eight: 10/16
Readings: First third of Garland
Week Nine: 10/23
Readings: Second third of Garland
Week Ten: 10/30
Readings: Last third of Garland
Week Eleven: 11/6
Readings: First third of Bohm
Week Twelve: 11/13
Readings: Second third of Bohm
Week Thirteen: 11/20
Readings: Last third of Bohm


Week Fourteen: 11/27
Readings: First half of Westervelt and Cook
Week Fifteen: 12/4
Reading: Last half of Westervelt and Cook
Final exam: December 11, 2018
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