
 

 

Political Science 289-500 

Politics and Policy in the United States 
 

Course Information 

 

Instructor: Joseph Daniel Ura 

Associate Professor of Political Science 

 

Email: jura@tamu.edu 

 

Telephone: 979.845.2327 

 

Class Meetings:  MWF, 10:55-11:45, Allen 1015 

 

Credit Hours:  3.0 

 

Prerequisites:  POLS 206 (Reccomended) 

 

Course Description 

 

Survey of institutions of American government, mass political behavior, and policy fields of significant 

contemporary importance. 

 

Learning Objectives 

 

At the conclusion of this course, student should be able to: 

 Explain fundamental political science concepts. 

 Apply political science concepts to analyze historical, contemporary, and theoretical problems in 

American politics. 

 Demonstrate command of major theories of decision-making in the institutions of American 

government, patterns and determinants of mass political behavior such as voting decisions and 

policy attitudes, and the terms and stakes of important policy debates. 

 

Reading Assignments and Texts 

 

Reading assignments for each week of class are listed in the Course Schedule section of this syllabus. 

With the exception of the first week’s assignments, readings should be completed prior to each week’s 

class meetings. All reading assignments are available through internet link or in a downloadable ZIP 

file on my academic website, http://people.tamu.edu/~jura/ under the “teaching” tab in the far right 

column. You need not purchase any books for this class. The schedule of assigned readings indicates 

how to access each item listed. If you have trouble accessing any of the assigned materials, please let me 

know as soon as possible.   

 

With a few exceptions, assigned readings are primary sources rather than pedagogical texts. They deal 

with complicated subjects, of which you may not have much previous knowledge. Understanding the 

arguments and ideas in these selections sometimes may be difficult, and you may struggle to grasp what 

an author is trying to communicate or the importance of his or her ideas.  

 



 

 

This is completely normal; in fact, it is unavoidable. Do not stop reading. Do not stop thinking. Do not 

be afraid to ask your classmates or me for help. Do not give up. A willingness to work to understand 

something new in spite of difficulties you encounter is one of the most valuable character traits you can 

have. 

 

Grades 

 

Student rule 10.3 explains, in part: 

The five passing grades at the undergraduate level are, A, B, C, D and S, representing varying 
degrees of achievement; these letters carry grade points and significance as follows: 
Assigned by the instructor: 

 A: Excellent, 4 grade points per semester hour 

 B: Good, 3 grade points per semester hour 

 C: Satisfactory, 2 grade points per semester hour 

 D: Passing, 1 grade point per semester hour 

 F: Failing, no grade points, hours included in GPR 

 I: Incomplete, no grade points (hours not included in GPR) 

Grades assigned if student is taking an undergraduate course S/U: 

 S: Satisfactory (C or above), hours not included in GPR  

 U: Unsatisfactory (D or F), no grade points, hours included in GPR) 
 

Grades in this course will be assigned with those guidelines in mind. Students should expect that grades 

of A will be awarded only to those students who demonstrate especially strong command of the material 

covered in the course. Work that is merely good or satisfactory will be assigned grades of B or C, 

respectively. Work of lower quality will be rewarded with grades of D or F. 

 

In order to translate these qualitative guidelines into quantifiable measures of performance, letter 

grades for the course will be assigned on the following scale based on the percentage of possible points 

earned: 

 

90-100% A 

80-89%  B 

70-79%  C 

60-69%  D 

Below 60%  F 

 

Final grades are computed from your scores for two cumulative exams and a term paper. Scores for 

these items are weighted according to the following scale.  

 

Exam 1  35% 

Exam 2  45% 

Term Paper: 20% 

 

I will distribute an information sheet one week prior to each exam with information about the exam 

format and some guidance about topics to emphasize as you review. I will use the class period prior to 

each exam to answer questions that arise during your exam preparations.  

 



 

 

The term paper assignment requires student to prepare an original 7-8 page essay that identifies a 

recent, salient political event or process and explains the principal choices made by individuals and 

institutions in reaching a particular outcome in terms of a major scientific theory or set of theories of 

American politics. These analytic narratives are an opportunity for students to demonstrate command of 

important subject matter and to practice applying theoretical knowledge to explain observed 

phenomena. I will distribute a complete description of the term paper assignment during the second 

week of class. Term papers are due on Friday, April 22, 2016. 

 

Attendance and Make-Up Policies 

 

Attendance per se is not part of this course’s grading scheme. Students who are unable to attend class 

when an exam is given may take a makeup exam for absences excused by University rule 

(http://student-rules.tamu.edu/rule07). Students should make every effort to notify me in advance of an 

expected absence (e.g. missing an exam to observe a religious holiday) from exams and to notify me of 

reasons for an unexpected absence (e.g. illness) from an exam in a timely fashion. 

 

Students with Disabilities (Americans with Disabilities Act) 

 

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is a federal anti-discrimination statute that provides 

comprehensive civil rights protection for persons with disabilities. Among other things, this legislation 

requires that all students with disabilities be guaranteed a learning environment that provides for 

reasonable accommodation of their disabilities. If you believe you have a disability requiring an 

accommodation, please contact Disability Services, currently located in the Disability Services building 

at the Student Services at White Creek complex on west campus or call 979-845-1637. For additional 

information, visit http://disability.tamu.edu. 

. 

Academic Integrity 

 

The Aggie Honor Code states, “An Aggie does not lie, cheat or steal, or tolerate those who do." 

 

Students should be aware of and take seriously their obligations to perform original academic work, give 

appropriate credit to sources, and to use only authorized aid and materials. Please review the Aggie 

Honor Code and rules regarding academic conduct. These may be found online at 

http://aggiehonor.tamu.edu. 

 

Classroom Conduct 

 

Though it should go without saying, I expect students to behave appropriately in the classroom. At a 

minimum, this means that you should be attentive during lectures and refrain from distracting behavior. 

I also expect students to turn cell phones off or set them to silent during class. Finally, you are welcome 

to use laptops and tables in class so long as they do not create a distraction for me or other stuents. 

 

Also, this course relies on student discussions. While these interactions may reveal deep disagreements 

about important questions of policy and politics, I expect that all students will engage in these debates 

and discussions in a manner that is consistent with the Student Code of Conduct and basic manners. At 

a minimum, this implies that you should treat one another with respect, avoid interrupting someone 

who is speaking, and refrain from personal attacks or impugning someone’s motives. 

 

 



 

 

Course Schedule 

 

Week of January 18:  Politics 

 

Course Syllabus 

 

E.E. Schattscnheider, The Semi-Sovereign People, Chapters 1 and 3 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Harold Laswell, How Gets What, When, How, Chapter 1 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Week of January 25:  Collective Action, Coordination, Externalities, and Institutions 

 

Mancur Olson, The Logic of Collective Action, Chapter 1 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Michael Munger, Orange Blossom Special: Externalities and the Coase Theorem 

http://www.econlib.org/library/Columns/y2008/Mungerbees.html 

 

William H. Riker, The Art of Political Manipulation, Chapters 2 and 8 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Week of February 1: The U.S. Constitution 

 

The Constitution of the United States 

http://constitutioncenter.org/constitution/full-text 

 

Christian Fritz, American Sovereigns, Chapters 2-3 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

The Federalist 10, 51 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/subject_Menus/fed.asp 

 

George Mason, “Objections to the Constitution” 

http://www.gunstonhall.org/library/archives/manuscripts/objections.html 

 

James Madison’s, Introduction of the Bill of Rights in Congress 

http://www.usconstitution.net/madisonbor.html#Sec8 

 

Week of February 8:  Congress 

 

David R. Mayhew, Congress: The Electoral Connection, Chapter 1 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

The Federalist 52, 53, 62-65 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/subject_Menus/fed.asp 

 

http://www.econlib.org/library/Columns/y2008/Mungerbees.html
http://constitutioncenter.org/constitution/full-text
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/subject_Menus/fed.asp
http://www.gunstonhall.org/library/archives/manuscripts/objections.html
http://www.usconstitution.net/madisonbor.html#Sec8
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/subject_Menus/fed.asp


 

 

Week of February 15: The Presidency 

 

Richard E. Neustadt, Presidential Power and the Modern Presidents, Chapters 1-3 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

George C. Edwards, The Strategic President, Chapters 2 and 3 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Charles M. Cameron, Veto Bargaining, Chapters 2-4 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Week of February 22: The Bureaucracy 

 

Kenneth J. Meier, Representative Bureaucracy: An Empirical Analysis 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1959084 

 

Mathew D. McCubbins and Thomas Schwarz, Congressional Oversight Overlooked: Police Patrols versus 

Fire Alarms 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2110792 

 

Week of February 29:  Catch-Up and Exam 1 

 

Week of March 7:  The Courts 

 

Lee Epstein and Jeffrey A. Segal, Advice and Consent, Chapters 3 and 4 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Jeffrey A. Segal and Harold J. Spaeth, The Supreme Court and the Attitudinal Model Revisited, Chapter 8 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Lee Epstein, William W. Landes, and Richard A. Posner, The Behavior of Federal Judges, Chapters 1 and 

3 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Week of March 14: Spring Break, class does not meet 

 

Week of March 21: Public Opinion 

 

Philip E. Converse, The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass Publics 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

John R. Zaller, The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion Change, Chapter 3 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

James A. Stimson, Tides of Consent, Chapter 2 

(Professor Ura’s Website)  

  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1959084
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2110792


 

 

Week of March 28: Voting and Elections 

 

Angus Campell, Philip E. Converse, Warren E. Miller, and Donald E. Stokes, The American Voter, 

Chapter 6 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Ray C. Fair, Predicting Presidential Elections, Chapter 3 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Week of April 4: Equality and Identity 

 

Larry M. Bartels, Unequal Democracy, Chapters 1 and 2 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Ta-Nehisi Coates, The Case for Reparations 

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/06/the-case-for-reparations/361631/ 

 

Week of April 11: The Federal Reserve and Economic Policy 

 

Paul Krugman, Peddling Prosperity, Chapters 1-3 

(Professor Ura’s Website)  

 

Edward R. Tufte, Political Control of the Economy, Chapters 1 and 2 

(Professor Ura’s Website)  

 

Week of April 18: Crime and Criminal Justice 

 

Steven D. Levitt, Understanding Why Crime Fell in the 1990s 

http://pricetheory.uchicago.edu/levitt/Papers/LevittUnderstandingWhyCrime2004.pdf 

 

Frank R. Baumgartner, Suzanna L. de Boef, and Amber E. Boydstun, The Decline of the Death penalty and 

the Discovery of Innocence, Chapters 1 and 2 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Term Paper Due on Friday, April 22, 2016 

 

Week of April 25:  Catch-Up and Exam 2 

 

Please note: There is no additional exam given during the final exam period. I will use the scheduled 

final exam time period to supervise any remaining makeup exams. 

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/06/the-case-for-reparations/361631/

