
POLS 6280: U.S. Institutions

Spring 2016
Professor Josh M. Ryan

Contact Info: 330B Old Main, josh.ryan@usu.edu
Office Hours: Tuesday and Wednesday, 11:00 a.m.-12:00 p.m., and by appointment. You are also welcome
to stop by my office at other times and I’ll make every attempt to meet with you.
Class Time and Location: Tuesday 1:30-4:15, Old Main 318

Course Description

The study of institutions makes up one of the two major sub-fields of American politics and constitutes
the oldest topic in political science. The discipline began growing distinct from history and law in the late
1800s with new research on Congress pioneered by a few scholars, including Woodrow Wilson, whose book,
“Congressional Government” (1885) still remains an important treatise on the American national legislature.
Today, research on American institutions focuses on the major institutional components of American national
government: the executive, legislative, and judicial branches, as well as the bureaucracy. Other, newer and
developing areas of institutional work, most notably on state politics and the parties, are beginning to take
their place in graduate courses in American institutions.

This course is meant as an introduction to American institutions. As such, it is a broad overview of the
extant literature, and surveys the current state of knowledge, rather than providing an in-depth discussion
of any individual institution. Students will naturally find their interest drawn to one or two institutions,
rather than all of them, and I encourage them to use this course as a way of directing their intellectual cu-
riosity. However, it is my hope that this course offers a sufficient background in institutional work to provide
the foundation for students to engage in more specific and advanced coursework or research in a particular area.

The material in this course is more advanced than that in undergraduate work and much of our time will
be spent on approaches, larger theoretical questions, and methods of research, rather than on the particulars
of institutional operations. As such, a basic understanding of the institutional design of the various aspects
of the United States government is expected; we will not spend time discussing more basic concepts like the
role of the three branches of government or the purpose of the bureaucracy. I encourage any students who
feel that they may not have sufficient background in a particular institution to ask me for suggested sup-
plementary readings, which I will be happy to provide. Besides focusing on the institutions themselves, we
will also discuss how institutions and institutional research relate to other major themes in American politics
such as representation, the rights of minorities, and the balance of power between different institutional actors.

We will briefly touch on the numerous ways of studying institutions and institutional design including histor-
ical, sociological, and rational choice perspectives. We will discuss and analyze the different methodological
approaches prominent in American institutions research, namely qualitative, quantitative, and formal ap-
proaches. It is important that students are conversant in each of these major paradigms and understand how
each promotes causal inference. However, consistent with the standards and practices in the discipline (and
the instructor’s own biases), the dominant approach taken in the class, and the vast majority of the literature
we read will use rational choice theory and quantitative or formal methods. It is my hope that the class will
promote the development and understanding of both of these approaches, and I will do my best to assist
students in fully understanding the material.

At the end of the course, students should have an understanding of the dominant institutional approaches and
the important questions which drive research in this field. I also hope that students develop their research
skills, and gain the ability to critically evaluate the existing research, particularly with respect to theoretical
rigor, research design, empirical tests, and causal conclusions. At the end of this course, students should be

1



well-versed enough in the subfield to pursue their own publication-worthy research projects. I also hope that
students will better understand discipline processes, norms, and expectations.

Reading

The readings are listed in the syllabus below. All readings should be completed before class to ensure we can
engage in a lively discussion. These articles can be found through Jstor.org, or though google scholar.

Course Requirements and Other Information

There is a significant amount of reading, and I expect that students will have all the readings completed prior
to our class meeting. This is a small graduate seminar, so it will be very clear if students have not done the
reading. Further, it will make for a very difficult and boring class session. If I find that a large percentage of
the class is not completing the reading on a regular basis, I may assign graded response papers to incentivize
reading.

This class is discussion based, meaning students will do the majority of speaking and will move the class
forward. I will do my best to ensure the class is structured appropriately, and to answer any questions stu-
dents have about the reading. Each class session, a group of students will be responsible for leading the
discussion (see below).

This class, like many in political science, often deals with subjects that are controversial. Engaging with
these issues is an important part of being an informed citizen and as such, we will not shy away from
discussing controversial current events. This also means you should never feel embarrassed or afraid to
share your opinion, even if it means disagreeing with other students in the class. However, each of us
should remember that we have different experiences and different viewpoints. We must always be respect-
ful of other students and other opinions. I take this policy very seriously and have zero tolerance for
inappropriate, crude, disrespectful, or demeaning comments. I reserve the right to use an appropriate
punishment for any student who engages in disrespectful behavior. This may include removal from the
class, receiving a zero on an assignment, or being reported to university officials. Please speak with me
promptly if you feel there is a civility problem in the classroom. See the USU Student Code of Conduct at
http://www.usu.edu/studentservices/studentcode/article5.cfm#secV3.

I have a no cell phone or laptop policy. For the sake of your classmates, please ensure your cell phone is
on silent and please do not text in class. I do not allow laptops because experience has shown me they create
distractions for other students. Please go to the bookstore and buy a notebook to take notes in.

There is no attendance requirement for the class. If you miss a class for any reason, it is not necessary
to tell me. However, this is a graduate class, and you are expected to attend all classes except in extreme
extenuating circumstances. If you miss more than two classes, you should drop the class.

The Americans with Disabilities Act states: “Reasonable accommodation will be provided for all persons
with disabilities in order to ensure equal participation within the program.” If a student has a disability that
will likely require some accommodation by the instructor, the student must contact the instructor and docu-
ment the disability through the Disability Resource Center (797-2444), preferably during the first week of the
course. Any request for special consideration relating to attendance, pedagogy, taking of examinations, etc.,
must be discussed with and approved by the instructor. In cooperation with the Disability Resource Center,
course materials can be provided in alternative format, large print, audio, diskette, or Braille.

I will periodically send out emails to the class list. You are automatically subscribed to the list if you
are enrolled in the class through your campus email account. The list will allow me to inform you of changes
in assignments, the schedule or to attach additional reading. I cannot send emails out to a non-USU email
account. The USU email account is an official means of communication between myself and the students.
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If you have any questions, please see USU’s Email Communications Policy at http://catalog.usu.edu/

content.php?catoid=8&navoid=1574 and/or talk to me.

Please see http://www.usu.edu/provost/faculty/teaching/syllabus_resources.cfm for additional USU
and course policies on academic freedom, the grievance process, sexual harassment, and the withdrawal and
incomplete process.

Grading

There are three grades for this class: a research paper, two response papers and a class presentation.

Discussion Leader and Response Papers, 30%

A group of students will be responsible for leading class discussion every week. Students should develop
questions and discussion topics to ask of the class. In addition, the students leading discussion will be required
to submit a 2-3 response paper to the readings. Both the response paper and discussion will be graded on a
0-5 scale. Each student will lead class discussion three times per semester, and as a result, will turn in three
response papers (each worth 10% of the overall grade). Additional details will be provided in class.

Research Paper, 60%

A research paper, consisting of an original theory and a research design, of approximately 15-20 pages will be
due near the end of the semester in class. We will discuss the paper topics in class in a few weeks. The research
paper should be a project appropriate for a graduate course in American institutions and should, hopefully,
lead to a full research project that could eventually be published. We will discuss the paper throughout the
semester and a number of assignments related to the paper will be due prior to the end of the semester.

Class Presentation 10%

Students will be required to present their paper at the end of the semester. These presentations will be similar
to conference presentations in that about 10 minutes per student will be given, with time for comments and
questions. The papers should be completed prior to the class presentation.

Misc. Grading Information

Plagiarism and/or cheating will not be tolerated under any circumstances. Anyone caught plagiarizing or
cheating will receive a grade of zero on the assignment and/or the course, and may be reported to the Vice Presi-
dent of Student Services. Please see the Student Code of Conduct at http://www.usu.edu/studentservices/
studentcode/article6.cfm for USU’s policies on plagiarism.

You must complete all assignments to pass the class.
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Schedule

Please note this schedule is tentative. I reserve the right to change it or add or
subtract readings or assignments.

Week 1: Syllabus, Introduction, and Background

• James A. Stimson. Professional writing in political science: A highly opin-
ionated essay. Working Paper, ND

• Douglas L. Kriner and Andrew Reeves. The influence of federal spending
on presidential elections. American Political Science Review, 106(2):348–
366, 2012

Week 2: Institutions in Political Science and Approaches

• Gabriel A. Almond and Stephen J. Genco. Clouds, clocks, and the study
of politics. World Politics, 29(4):489–522, 1977

• Jonathan Bendor, Terry M. Moe, and Kenneth W. Shotts. Recycling the
garbage can: An assessment of the research program. American Political
Science Review, 95(1):169–190, 2001

• Daniel Diermeier and Keith Krehbiel. Institutionalism as a methodology.
Journal of Theoretical Politics, 15(2):123–144, 2003

• R. Harrison Wagner. Who’s afraid of rational choice theory? Working
Paper, October 2001

Week 3: New Institutionalism

• Kevin A. Clarke and David M. Primo. Modernizing political science: A
model based approach. Unpublished Manuscript, 2005

• Kenneth A Shepsle. Studying instituitions: Some lessons from the rational
choice approach. Journal of Theoretical Politics, 1(2):131–147, 1989

• Kenneth A Shepsle. Institutional equilibrium and equilibrium institutions.
In Herbert Weisberg, editor, Political Science: The Science of Politics,
pages 51–82. New York: Agathon, 1986

• Barry R. Weingast and William Marshall. The industrial organization of
congress; or, why legislatures, like firms, are not organized as markets.
Journal of Political Economy, 91(1):132–163, 1988

Week 4: Institutional Change and Evolution

• Nelson W. Polsby. The institutionalization of the u.s. house of represen-
tatives. American Political Science Review, 62(1):144–168, 1968
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• Terry M. Moe. Political institutions: The neglected side of the story.
Journal of Law, Economics, and Organization, 6(Special Issue):213–253,
1990

• Anthony Madonna. Winning coalition formation in the u.s. senate: The
effects of legislative decision rules and agenda change. American Journal
of Political Science, 55(2):276–288, 2011

• Eric Schickler. Institutional change in the house of representatives, 1867-
1998: A test of partisan and ideological power balance models. American
Journal of Political Science, 94(2):269–288, 2000

Week 5: Congress—Legislative Organization

• Kenneth Shepsle and Barry Weingast. Institutional foundations of com-
mittee power. The American Political Science Review, 81:85–103, 1987

• Keith Krehbiel. Where’s the party? British Journal of Political Science,
23(2):235–266, 1993

• Matthew J. Lebo, Adam J. McGlynn, and Gregory Koger. Strategic party
government: Party influence in congress, 1789-2000. American Journal of
Political Science, 51(3):464–481, 2007

• E. Scott Adler and John Wilkerson. A governing theory of legislative
organization. Prepared for the annual meetings of the American Political
Science Association, August 29th-Sept. 2nd, 2007, Chicago, IL, 2007

Week 6: Congress—Representation and Elections

• Barbara Sinclair. Question: What’s wrong with congress? answer: It’s a
democratic legislature. Boston University Law Review, 89:387–398, 2009

• Justin Grimmer. Appropriators not position takers: The distorting effects
of electoral incentives on congressional representation. American Journal
of Political Science, 57(3):624–642, 2013

• Brandice Canes-Wrone, David W. Brady, and John F. Cogan. Out of
step, out of office: Electoral accountability and house members’ voting.
The American Political Science Review, 96(1):127–140, 2002

• Jamie L. Carson, Gregory Koger, Matthew J. Lebo, and Everett Young.
The electoral costs of party loyalty in congress. American Journal of
Political Science, 54(3):598–616, 2010

Week 7: The Presidency—Institutional Design

• George C. Edwards III and B. Dan Wood. Who influences whom? the
president, congress, and the media. The American Political Science Re-
view, 93(2):327–344, 1999
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• Nolan McCarty. Proposal rights, veto rights and political bargaining.
American Journal of Political Science, 44(3):506–522, 2000

• Charles Cameron and Nolan McCarty. Models of vetoes and veto bargain-
ing. Annual Review of Political Science, 7:409–435, 2004

Week 8: The Presidency—Extra-institutional power and persuasion

• Brandice Canes-Wrone, William G. Howell, and David E. Lewis. Toward
a broader understanding of presidential power: A reevaluation of the two
presidencies thesis. Journal of Politics, 70(1):1–16, 2008

• Nolan McCarty. Presidential pork: Executive veto power and distributive
politics. American Political Science Review, 94(1):117–129, 2000

• Christopher R. Berry, Barry C. Burden, and William G. Howell. After
enactment: The lives and deaths of federal programs. American Journal
of Political Science, 54(1):1–17, 2010

• Jon C. Rogowski. Presidential influence in an era of congressional domi-
nance. American Political Science Review, 110(2):325–341, 2016

Week 9: The Bureaucracy

• Terry M. Moe. The new economics of organization. American Journal of
Political Science, 28(4):739–777, 1984

• Joshua D. Clinton, Anthony Bertelli, Christian R. Grose, David E. Lewis,
and David C. Nixon. Separated powers in the united states: The ideol-
ogy of agencies, presidents, and congress. American Journal of Political
Science, 52(2):341–354, 2012

• Kenneth J. Meier, Robert D. Wrinkle, and Jerry L. Polinard. Representa-
tive bureaucracy and distributional equity: Addressing the hard question.
The Journal of Politics, 61(4):1025–1039, 1999

• John D. Huber, Charles R. Shipan, and Madelaine Pfahler. Legislatures
and stutatory control of bureaucracy. American Journal of Political Sci-
ence, 45(2):330–345, 2001

Week 10: The Courts and Judicial Politics

• Tom S. Clark. The separation of powers, court curbing, and judicial legit-
imacy. American Journal of Political Science, 53(4):971–989, 2009

• Melinda Gann Hall. Electoral politics and strategic voting in state supreme
courts. The Journal of Politics, 54(2):427–446, 1992

• Michael A. Bailey and Forrest Maltzman. Does legal doctrine matter?
unpacking law and policy preferences on the us supreme court. American
Political Science Review, 102(3):369–384, 2008
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• Gregory A. Caldeira and James L. Gibson. The etiology of public support
for the supreme court. American Journal of Political Science, 36(3):635–
664, 1992

Week 11: Interbranch Relations and Separation of Powers

• Sarah Binder. The dynamics of legislative gridlock, 1947-96. The American
Political Science Review, 93(3):519–533, 1999

• George C. Edwards III, Andrew Barrett, and Jeffrey Peake. The legislative
impact of divided government. American Journal of Political Science,
41(2):545–563, 1997

• J. Tobin Grant and Nathan J. Kelly. Legislative productivity of the u.s.
congress, 1789-2004. Political Analysis, 16(3):303–323, 2008

• William Howell, E. Scott Adler, Charles Cameron, and Charles Riemann.
Divided government and the legislative productivity of congress 1945-1994.
Legislative Studies Quarterly, 25(2):285–312, 2000

Week 12: Federalism and State and Local Politics

• Chris Tausanovitch and Christopher Warshaw. Representation in munici-
pal government. American Political Science Review, 108(3):605–641, 2014

• Alan Rosenthal. State legislative development: Observation from three
perspectives. Legislative Studies Quarterly, 21(2):169–198, 1996

• Julianna Pacheco. The social contagion model: Exploring the role of public
opinion on the diffusion of antismoking legislation across the american
states. The Journal of Politics, 74(1):187–202, 2012

• Christopher Berry. Piling on: Multilevel government and the fiscal com-
mon pool. American Journal of Political Science, 52(4):802–820, 2008

Week 13: Parties and Party Systems

• Gary W. Cox. On the effects of legislative rules. Legislative Studies Quar-
terly, 25(2):169–192, 2000

• Gary Cox and Mathew D. McCubbins. Bonding, structure, and the sta-
bility of political parties. Legislative Studies Quarterly, 19(2):215–231,
1994

• David R. Mayhew. Electoral realignments. Annual Review of Political
Science, 3:449–474, 2000

• Eric Schickler and Andrew Rich. Controlling the floor: Parties as pro-
cedural coalitions in the house. American Journal of Political Science,
41(4):1340–1375, 1997

Week 14: Electoral Institutions, Representatives, and Participation
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• Alan S. Gerber, Donald P. Green, and Christopher W. Larimer. Social
pressure and voter turnout: Evidence from a large-scale field experiment.
American Political Science Review, 102(1):33–48, 2008

• Daniel M. Butler and David E. Broockman. Do politicians racially discrim-
inate against constituents? a field experiment on state legislators. Amer-
ican Journal of Political Science, 55(3):463–477, 2011

• Martin Cohen David Karol Seth Masket Hans Noel Bawn, Kathleen and
John Zaller. A theory of political parties: Groups, policy demands and
nominations in american politics. Perspectives on Politics, 10(3):571–597,
2012

• Charles Cameron, David Epstein, and Sharyn O’Halloran. Do majority-
minority districts maximize substantive black representation in congress?
The American Political Science Review, 90(4):794–812, 1996

Week 15: Presentations
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