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CHC’s History and Political Science Department 
uses the presidential election to inform and 
engage its students.

By Brenda Lange

Some may think they’ve seen everything now — thanks to the 

18-month run-up to the November 2016 presidential election 

with its never-ending tweets, counter-tweets, intrigue and 

more twists and turns than a John Grisham novel. Some even 

think this year marks the oddest election in American history.

But is it really unique? Who can forget the 2000 election between Al 

Gore and George W. Bush? A recent March CNN.com post calls that 

“perhaps the craziest, most controversial election in U.S. history.” 

The article about 10 fascinating elections by Eliott C. McLaughlin 

goes on to mention the election of 1920 when union leader, Eugene 

Debs, campaigned as a member of the Socialist Party of America 

from his prison cell. The election of 1824 was dubbed the “corrupt 

bargain” by Andrew Jackson, who won the popular and Electoral 

College votes and yet did not win the presidency. He came back four 

years later as a “Washington outsider,” backed by his new party, the 

Democrats, to beat John Quincy Adams.

So maybe, although this election campaign is most definitely one for 

the record books, the vote is still out on whether it is the oddest yet. 

History will be the judge of that.

THROUGH THE LENSES OF  
HISTORY AND POLITICAL SCIENCE
 
At Chestnut Hill College, the fields of history and political science 

function within one department. Even though they look at historical 

and political issues through different lenses, they work hand-in-

hand to help their students develop critical thinking skills in both 

areas, ensuring their students learn about America’s past, its political 

underpinnings and current state of affairs in order to become passionate 

observers of our systems and informed and engaged citizens.

“Study of the humanities is essential in developing the whole person, 

and, sadly, that training is lacking in many colleges and universities 

across our country,” says Lorraine Coons, Ph.D., professor of 

history and chair of the history and political science department.

She adds that students majoring in either of those two disciplines 

develop a keen understanding of the world, past and present, and 

become aware of their responsibility in shaping the future, while 

developing a strong social consciousness. Through many activities 

run by the department, students gain an experiential education that 

deepens their classroom experience.

Learning from  
History in the Making
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“Our students are introduced to the larger social, political, 

economic and philosophical challenges facing our world today 

and our department provides them with the skills of critical 

analysis and understanding of the human potential in order to 

make informed, responsible and ethical decisions as citizens of a 

democracy,” she adds.

Both Jeffrey Carroll, Ph.D., assistant professor of political science, 

and David Contosta, Ph.D., professor of history, are teaching courses 

this semester about the office of the President of the United States. 

Contosta’s class, The American Presidency, provides an understanding 

of the origins and evolution of the American presidency, the powers 

and limitations the president possesses and the role of the president in 

the governmental system.

“I teach the students how the office of the presidency has evolved 

in the context of so many changes … culture, technology and the 

electoral process,” says Contosta. “I talk about how the president 

has become extraordinarily powerful and how that power can 

lead to abuse. I also talk about how modern electronic media has 

given him a bully pulpit and about how social media has changed 

everything. I don’t think the framers of the Constitution would be 

happy about many things.”

Students participate in mock debates and analyze previous elections. 

They also are required to watch at least two of the presidential 

debates and write a critical analysis of them.

Meanwhile, in Carroll’s classroom, students explore the American 

presidency through various institutions of American government 

and politics; how the president interacts with the public and other 

branches of government. Numerous intersections with history, 

sociology and anthropology create an interdisciplinary atmosphere.

“The biggest part of the political science approach is learning how 

the president makes his way through the political party. How does 

he get elected? There is nothing in the Constitution about that,” 

says Carroll. “Our political environment is changing and it’s a very 

interesting time to be a political scientist.”

Phil McGovern, department adjunct since the early 1970s, agrees that 

the drama exists in the presidential election but adds, “the nuts and 

bolts are in the Congressional elections. The House and Senate are 

very important in shaping the president’s power for years to come.

“We often forget the role of those bodies and their makeup is 

extremely important in relation to presidential power,” he says.

McGovern teaches American Political Parties, which includes 

coverage of the country’s other races. He says that a focus on 

immigration issues are important, as are domestic issues such as 

social programs, defense spending, gun control and healthcare.

The makeup of the U.S. Supreme Court also is critical and will be 

shaped by the next president. “Choices there will influence the 

future interpretation of the Constitution for a long time,” he says. 

Coons also is teaching a Women’s Studies seminar, War, Revolution 

and Peace: Women’s Activism in the Modern World. The historic 

nature of Hillary Clinton’s nomination will play a role in her class. 

“Currently, there are 22 women heads of state worldwide, and we are 

far behind many countries in the world in this respect,” she says.

In the spring, Jacqueline Reich, Ph.D., associate professor of 

political science, (currently on sabbatical) will teach The Rule of 

Law and Theories of International Relations. Of course, by then the 

country will have a new president, and Reich knows she will adapt 

her courses depending on the outcome of November’s election. 

One aspect will remain the same regardless of the winner, however.

“No one is above the law, not even presidents,” she says, “and 

this course is designed to study what it means to live in a society 

governed by the rule of law. Given the questions over the legality of 

Hillary’s use of private emails while she was Secretary of State, if 

Hillary wins, we will definitely discuss that … it’s what people worry 

about with her. If Trump is elected, we’ll talk about legitimacy. Is he 

truly a legitimate Republican candidate? Many feel he is not.”

In her International Relations class, the discussion will include 

elements that remain the same from election to election as well as 

each candidate’s campaign rhetoric versus reality.

“Either candidate would act on international crises similarly,” says 

Reich. “In crises, presidents behave much the same since national 

security is the president’s top concern, even though they say all kinds 

I hope our students understand 
how historic an election this is. It’s 
something they will always remember.   

— Jeffrey Carroll, Ph.D. 
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of things during the campaign. George W. Bush, for example, became 

one of the most activist foreign policy presidents. Before 9/11, he was 

much more isolationist. The world crashes in, and the president has 

to respond as commander-in-chief and top diplomat.” 

ENCOURAGING OPEN DEBATE 
As this election cycle winds down, history and political science faculty 

remain objective in the classroom even as the political climate does 

whatever it will do all around them. This is not always easy, but Carroll 

implemented a process in the spring that helped maintain his apparent 

objectivity and helped his students learn to voice their opinions and 

engage those with different points of view in reasoned ways.

Sophomore Richard Cotto, a political science major, appreciates this 

approach, as does Joey Galantuomo, a senior, and president of the 

Student Political Science Association (SPSA).

“Dr. Carroll is really good about getting students involved and poses 

his questions in such a way that the students inform him,” says 

Cotto. “He acts as if he doesn’t understand the issue so the students 

will give their opinions.”

Cotto spent a great deal of his freshman year working with Carroll, 

Reich and Coons on a project to create an internship bank through 

which students will be able to find internships with Philadelphia 

and Harrisburg public officials. He says so far there has been a great 

response from interested students.  

Both students say they take this election and their work around it 

“very seriously.” Galantuomo, who canvassed for Hillary Clinton in 

May, says, “Democracy is a privilege and everyone’s vote matters. 

We are at a crucial time in our history, and we really need the right 

person as president. There is a lot at stake in this election.”

And Cotto finds so much about this election to be fascinating. “Things 

have exploded in social media. Elections are followed in a way they 

never were in the past and everyone is talking about it all.” 

Speaking their mind is not a problem for either Galantuomo or 

Cotto, and each will vote for the first time in November. They say it’s 

important to speak up, be fair-minded and listen to other viewpoints. 

“People have been shutting down others quickly, and when you do 

that, the other person is done,” explains Galantuomo. “If you really 

think your candidate is the right candidate, you should take the time 

to provide information, to listen and educate them.” 

ELECTION PALOOZA
David Contosta, Ph.D., professor of history, votes during 
Election Palooza in April. The Student Political Science 
Association (SPSA) used mock elections, polls about campaign 
issues, information about each candidate and other events to 
educate the campus community about the candidates prior to 
the Pennsylvania primary at the end of that month.

Participants weighed in on top campaign issues including gun 
control, immigration, taxes, healthcare, climate change and 
the death penalty. 

CHC VS. TEMPLE 
A face-off between CHC and Temple University happened 
in the spring when a group of CHC political science students 
led by Jeffrey Carroll, Ph.D., assistant professor of political 
science, debated a similar group from Temple taught by 
former Philadelphia Mayor John Street. They met in City Hall 
to debate two current events garnering a lot of local attention: 
the benefit of charter schools and the selling of the city’s 
municipal assets.

Leading up to the debate, Carroll, who had been Street’s 
teaching assistant at Temple, reviewed the topics and possible 
positions. The students conducted research and formulated 
talking points.

“The students took the exercise seriously,” says Carroll.  
“On debate day, that all showed, and they did a fantastic job, 
hitting all of the poignant examples and making a strong case 
for their argument.”

CHC students, led by Jeffrey Carroll, Ph.D., debated a group of Temple 
students led by former Philadelphia Mayor John Street in April.
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On a warm June afternoon, Jacqueline Reich, Ph.D., 
associate professor of political science, Jeffrey Carroll, 
Ph.D., assistant professor of political science, and 
David Contosta, Ph.D., professor of history, sat down 
to discuss the election process and the potential 
outcome. A synopsis follows.

Reich: What’s surprising is what gets people angry and 
concerned. Not so long ago, that was the environment and 
healthcare — Obama won on that in 2008. How quickly 
people forget. Now it’s terrorism, immigration and free trade.

Carroll: It’s funny.  Even though the economy has 
rebounded since the Great Recession of 2008, feelings 
about the economy have not. The sentiment is that it is 
worse than it has ever been. This may be the case for some, 
particularly for blue-collar workers.

Contosta: I think Donald Trump is tapping into real anger 
and fear. Xenophobia rears its head every generation or two 
here, and tends to happen with every economic downturn 
and concern. Native-born Americans blame their problems 
on immigrants.

Reich: And yet, we’re interconnected as never before. 
Students think nothing of interacting with others around 
the world with their smartphones and through purchases of 
globally made goods.

Carroll: And we’re in the midst of the Black Lives  
Matter movement. There is a lot going on and it’s 
extremely complicated.

Reich: Once every four years, there is this election that 
everybody votes in — the only national office as opposed to 
senate or other races that might be important locally. This 
is something that can truly highlight how Californians feel 
versus people in Ohio or Tennessee, for example.

Carroll: Remember before the first [primary] debate, when 
the big question was, ‘How is Trump going to act?’ Then we 
thought that he made so many gaffes that the public would 
turn away. This was true, but he was rewarded too. Many 
were attracted to the real talk and body language that comes 
off as honest and sincere.

Reich: There has been a movement to make our government 
more democratic and transparent. Is that necessarily good?  
 

That can lead to people being attracted to a demagogue, 
someone who is able to appeal to people’s emotions, yet who 
may not be a very good leader.

Contosta: The Founding Fathers created divided 
government because of that same concern.

Carroll: The office has become so robust, large and 
important over time … maybe it’s an evolution of the office 
that the Founding Fathers wouldn’t have seen.

Contosta: Hamilton would have liked it, but the rest 
wouldn’t have. Now the president is the most powerful 
person in the world and someone who can destroy it. 
That was not the way. We tell our students that they need 
to take that knowledge into the voting booth with them 
in November.

Carroll: During the primary season, the candidates do 
everything they can to outline the clear differences between 
each other. By the time of the general election, they want to 
grab those people in the center. But these two candidates 
have such a large, clear divide. You put all that in a pot 
and it’s just such a fascinating, historic election. I hope the 
students understand how historic an election this is. It’s 
something they will always remember.

Contosta: Yes, this is extraordinary and we historians will 
be looking back on this for years. You can sort of relate 
this election to that of Andrew Jackson, who reminds me 
of Trump in some ways. He said outrageous things and he 
was demagogic … John Quincy Adams was accused of 

David Contosta, Ph.D., Jeffrey Carroll, Ph.D., and Jacqueline Reich, 
Ph.D., debate points of history and political science as they discuss  
the 2016 presidential election.

continued on next page
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procuring prostitutes from Russia. There have been other 
strange elections. 

Carroll: What might the biggest surprise be? How will their 
big differences play out? We have complicated issues … 
foreign policy with the rise of ISIS; the worst mass shooting 
in America’s history; changes to the Supreme Court and 
in U.S. demographics — white Americans will be in the 
minority by 2030. How does the new president navigate 
to understand what the public wants? How will he or she 
relate to Congress? How will they deal with state/federal 
issues with difficult topics, such as gun control?

Contosta: We had similar issues during WWII, but 
Roosevelt didn’t have to deal with gridlock then.

The three continued to discuss the polarizing effect of each 
of the candidates; whether or not the governmental logjam 
will be broken; if either side will win a mandate; and what 
will happen to the Republican party if Trump loses.

Reich summed up the trio’s fascination with the topic 
as time was just about up: We are “like a doctor with an 
unusual disease who isn’t glad the patient is sick, but still 
finds the situation intellectually stimulating.”

And still, the conversation continued in the hallway as  
the lights went out in the conference room. “What will  
we talk about once the election is over?” Carroll asked 
with a laugh. 

The Political Science Club (SPSA) will run a series of 
events related to the election helping the College 
community become informed voters. 

> Viewings of one or two presidential debates in the  
 East Parlor.

>  Student debates, representing each candidate, in “CHC  
 Debates the Candidates.”

> Viewing of the movie “Recount” about the 2000 U.S.  
 presidential election.

>  Election Coffee Talks — informal gatherings to discuss  
 what is going on in the election and politics in general.  
 (McCaffery Lounge).

>  The History Club and Phi Alpha Theta (National Honor  
 Society for History) will sponsor a series of feature films  
 about presidential politics and discussions led by faculty  
 and student club officers.

>  SPSA members will support all CHC-sponsored voter  
 registration plans as well as help in providing   
 transportation to polling places on Election Day.

>  Election Day:  mock election, Pez Prez poll on the issues  
 and viewings of the election returns on two screens in  
 McCaffery Lounge.

Jacqueline Reich, Ph.D., associate professor of political science, makes 
a point in her classroom.

Lorraine Coons, Ph.D., professor of history and chair of the history and 
political science department, leads a class.




