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Network news—or "netnews"—is
divided into hundreds of news-
groups on a variety of topics, some
more technical than others. Most
useful to political science students,
however, are the groups on politics
and on culture. Users can post
messages to USENET groups
which are then transmitted to all
machines in the world which carry
each particular group. A user with
a question or an opinion could start
a discussion that could eventually
be read by hundreds or thousands
of people throughout the world
(Tanenbaum 1989).

In my Introduction to American
Politics class, students have e-mail
accounts and also access USENET
newsgroups that discuss American
politics. The wide variety of discus-
sion groups that are suitable in-
clude the "talk.politics" hierarchy,
featuring talk.politics.misc, talk,
politics.theory, talk.politics.abor-
tion, and talk.politics.mideast, to
name a few. Newsgroups are cate-
gorized by their area of concentra-
tion. (For a more complete discus-
sion, see Kehoe's Zen & the Art of
the Internet, available electroni-
cally from ftp.efif.org in the direc-
tory /pub/Publications/Net_guide-
books/Zen_and_Internet.)

Here are the "Big Seven"—the
major categories:

1. comp—topics of interest to com-
puter professionals and hobby-
ists

2. sci—topics of interest to scien-
tific professionals; noncomputer
technical topics

3. news—policy and "housekeep-
ing" matters with regard to net-
work news, such as proposals
for new groups, maintenance,
and usage statistics

4. rec—groups oriented toward
recreation and hobbies

5. misc—miscellaneous, including
job listings

6. soc—groups concerned with so-
cial issues and culture, world-
wide

7. talk—groups concerned with

debate (on political topics,
among others)

The two categories, "soc" and
"talk," are probably the most use-
ful for incorporating into political
science courses. The categories
"alt" and "bit" (not discussed
here) may also be relevant.

USENET in Introduction to
American Politics

In my Introduction to American
Politics course at Old Dominion
University in fall 1993, all students
were issued mainframe computer
accounts. One full session in our
teaching computer laboratory
served as an introduction for log-
ging on the computer, accessing
USENET newsgroups, and learning
which groups were most relevant to
discussing topics dealing with
American politics. Since the class
was too large for everyone to be at
a computer at once, I cycled the
class through in two equally sized
groups. My preparation for this
session consisted of about two
hours of work in accessing the sys-
tem and identifying relevant
groups. I also conducted a practice
session in the lab in which I would
be instructing students.

Some students experience anxi-
ety learning to use the computer.
The best way to assuage apprehen-
sion is to be comfortable yourself
with the commands and software
and to proceed slowly. By the mid-
point of the semester, just about
every student was comfortable with
the basics of logging on and access-
ing news groups. Outside of class-
room time, I provided a small
amount of personal tutoring during
regular office hours. Those with
teaching assistants could no doubt
delegate this duty to others. The
newsgroups available on my system
that I believed to be the most use-
ful for my course were talk.politics,
misc, talk.politics.theory, soc.cul-
ture.usa, and soc.women.

Students get hooked when they
find something of special interest or
with which they identify—a discus-
sion of current films, tour dates for
the Grateful Dead, or the Mexican
discussion group, for instance. I do
not discourage them from prowling
the net for recreational groups or
information, so long as they are
completing their assignments in my
course on schedule.

The first assignment involved
writing a policy paper on a current
issue. The second assignment was
an analysis using presidential press
releases. For the policy paper, stu-
dents were required to follow a
"thread" (discussion topic) in one
of the newsgroups and to discuss
and respond to the arguments fea-
tured. For example, during one
class, a heated discussion on talk,
politics.misc dealt with drug legal-
ization. The points of view ex-
pressed in such a "thread" could
be included in a policy paper on
the topic.

Students should be aware that
comments on USENET are likely
not representative of the general
population, and that for research
purposes USENET should be sup-
plemented with other materials,
such as public opinion polls with
randomized samples, national
newspapers, and academic jour-
nals. As with any source, material
from USENET discussions must be
properly acknowledged. This gets a
bit tricky, however, as there is no
authoritative source on proper cita-
tion from USENET. I generally
require the citation of the poster's
name (where possible), "Subject:"
line, news group, date. For exam-
ple, Helen Pauley, "Clinton's For-
eign Policy," USENET news group
talk.politics.misc, 8/19/94. Each
message has a unique identification
number that could also be included.
It is likely that citation guidelines
for Internet sources will eventually
be included in style manuals.

With regard to USENET, be
forewarned that some discussion
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consists of heated debate with little
resolution and many "flames" (at-
tacks). Posts may be more emo-
tional than factual, and personality
conflicts and ad hominem attacks
are common. I encourage students
to participate in the newsgroup
should they be so moved, though I
recommend that students "lurk"
(read without posting messages) on
a newsgroup for a time before par-
ticipating in the discussion. This
allows students to get a sense of
what the newsgroup is like before
jumping into the debate. Most of
my students don't post to groups
early in the course since I discour-
age it. Later in the semester a few
brave souls chose to post.

Another good idea is to obtain
the group's "FAQ" (Frequently
Asked Questions), if it has one.
FAQs are occasionally posted in
relevant newsgroups and in news,
answers; many are available through
FTP (File Transfer Protocol) from
rtfm.mit.edu in the directory
/pub/usenet.

Presidential news releases can be
obtained through electronic-mail
subscription, but in my course we
read them on talk.politics.misc,
among other groups. The opportu-
nity to view the same releases
available to the Washington press
corps is exciting to students. I
taught my students to access the
releases, read them on USENET,
and save and print the files at the
computer center on campus. For
one assignment, students compared
a press release (on an attention-
getting topic) with the way the
news was reported in the national
press.

In comparing a news release with
stories in the New York Times, the
Washington Post, and stories from
the AP wire, students were often
surprised to see how much material
was taken directly from the press
release. Some students noted the
sheer amount of material released

(announcement of new political ap-
pointees, etc.) and how many of
the releases concerned stories of
regional interest (for example, the
president's address to a community
group in a distant state).

Instructors of comparative poli-
tics or international relations
courses might want to employ
other groups, such as talk.politics.
mideast, or soc.rights.human, along
with any of the relevant soc.culture
groups. Some of the newsgroups
focus on more controversial topics,
such as talk.politics.animals or
talk.abortion. Depending on how
much conflict you can tolerate (or
how courageous you're feeling),
these groups offer lively debate, to
say the least.

Conclusion
Incorporating USENET into po-

litical science courses has many
advantages, and I believe that ex-
periencing the world of USENET
can be life changing. Much of the
time, the discussion on talk.politics
newsgroups (for example) is un-
likely to win a debate tournament
on either technical or substantive
merit. Nonetheless, discussion can
be extremely engaging, topical, and
comprehensive, and students cer-
tainly get the impression that cur-
rent issues provoke debate. Some
USENET discussion threads sup-
port the claim that communities
may form in "cyberspace," though
the members might be widely dis-
persed in "real-world" space.
(Rheingold 1994)

Reference works on the Internet
and USENET that instructors may
wish to consult include Gaffin
(1994), Kehoe (1992), Krol (1994),
and Manrique (1993). New books
appear frequently, but some
amount to no more than listings of
newsgroups—you might do better
to prowl through the net yourself in

the relevant hierarchies discussed
earlier.

Network news can enhance tradi-
tional course materials. The new
technological form captivates stu-
dents' attention, and the content of
discussions is both timely and topi-
cal. At the end of the semester,
most of the students asked that
their computer mainframe accounts
be extended so that they could con-
tinue participating in USENET
newsgroups. This, I believe, is a
final testament to the exciting world
of the net.
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