
POLS 327: Congress and the Legislative Process (Fall 2014) 

Instructor: Andre P. Audette                                                                          Email: aaudette@nd.edu 

Office: 421 Decio Hall                                                         Meeting Schedule: MWF 10:30-11:20am        

Office Hours: MTR 11:30-12:30, or by appointment                                          Classroom: (*TBA) 

 

 

“Congress in a Wordle” – Richard Auxier, Pew Research Center, 03/22/2012 

 

Course Description 

As early as the framing of the United States Constitution, Congress has been referred to as 

“the People’s Branch.” Yet recent public opinion suggests that Congress is not living up to 

this representative ideal – it is chided as being too polarized, ineffective, and broken to 

complete the basic tasks of governing. In spite of the many problems and challenges 

identified by the American public, many people have a very limited knowledge about what 

goes on in the halls of Congress. This course provides an introduction to the politics and 

policymaking process of “the People’s Branch” by examining the internal (committees, 

rules, parties) and external (elections, money, inter-branch relations) dynamics of the 

United States Congress. To develop a deeper understanding of Congressional politics, 

beyond the superficial coverage often given by pundits and politicos, we will take a critical 

and analytical approach to assess whether Congress truly is a “broken” branch of 

government. 

 

Prerequisite: one introductory course in American politics 
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Course Objectives 

 Develop a comprehensive knowledge of what Congress does and why 

 Be able to apply political science theories about Congress and the legislative process 

to the current political situation 

 Learn the skills needed to think critically about political news and scholarship 

 Leave this course better able to synthesize and intelligently express your own points 

of view, both orally and in writing 

Required Texts 

The following materials are available in the campus bookstore or through other online 

retailers. Please be sure to purchase the correct edition. 

 Davidson et al. Congress and Its Members, 14th ed. 2013. CQ Press. 

 Redman. The Dance of Legislation. 2000. University of Washington Press. 

 Mann & Ornstein. It’s Even Worse Than It Looks. 2013. Basic Books. 

Additionally, students will be responsible for obtaining a copy of one book listed on page 

three of this syllabus. I have placed these books on reserve in the library, but many are also 

available online for a low price should you prefer your own copy. 

Other articles will be made available via Sakai or (occasionally) email. 

Course Requirements 

To help you achieve the course objectives, final grades will be assessed through the 

following evaluations: 

 Three exams (20% each) 

 Final paper (20%) 

 Book review (10%) 

 Book review presentation (5%) 

 Participation (5%) 

*Further information on these course requirements will be distributed in class* 

Exams: 

There will be three in-class exams this semester. They will be closed-book exams and are 

not cumulative.  
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Final Paper: 

The final paper for this class asks you to draw from our course materials and your own 

outside research to answer the question: is Congress a “broken” branch of government? 

The paper will be a minimum of ten pages (double-spaced) and ask you to consider both 

sides of the argument before making your own informed assessment. We will discuss 

components of the paper throughout the semester. 

Book Review: 

There is a wealth of political science research on Congress that we couldn’t possibly read in 

one semester. Therefore, within the first week of class each student will select one 

additional book to read and report on. Following the schedule outlined in this syllabus, you 

will write a five to seven page (double-spaced) report analyzing your chosen book. In it, 

you will give a very brief summary of the book and relate it to the theme of the class of 

whether or not Congress is “broken.” The choices, available on reserve in the library, are: 

 Mayhew. Congress: The Electoral Connection. 1974. Yale University Press. 

 Hibbing & Theiss-Morse. Congress as Public Enemy. 1995. Cambridge University 

Press. 

 Binder. Stalemate. 2003. Brookings Press. 

 Burden. Personal Roots of Representation. 2007. Princeton University Press. 

 Theriault. Party Polarization in Congress. 2008. Cambridge University Press. 

 Fisher. On Appreciating Congress. 2010. Oxford University Press. 

 Sinclair. Unorthodox Lawmaking. 2011. CQ Press. 

Book Review Presentation: 

All students signed up to report on a particular book will jointly present the book to the 

class on the date assigned. You will be asked to overview the arguments of the book and 

lead a short discussion of how the book fits in with the other readings for the week, with 

the current political environment, and with the theme of the class.  

Participation: 

A large part of our class will be based on discussion; therefore, it is essential that you come 

to class ready to actively participate. This includes (but is not limited to): attending class 

regularly, carefully reading the assigned texts, sharing your thoughts, opinions, and 

insights in discussion, considering and raising opposing viewpoints, engaging in respectful 

dialogue with others, listening attentively to others’ perspectives, and following the 

discussion policies listed in this syllabus. You will receive an advisory midterm 

participation grade to help you assess where you are at halfway through the course. 
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An additional way of earning participation points is by participating in online discussion 

responses through Sakai. Every Monday I will post questions based on the readings to the 

Forums tab, found at sakai.nd.edu. Importantly, online discussion is not a substitute for in-

class attendance and participation, and will only count for partial credit. This is simply a 

way for you to increase your participation grade by discussing points you were unable to 

raise in class or had more time to think about after class or your own further research. 

 

Grades will be calculated using the following scale: 

Letter Grade: Percentage 

Grade: 

Letter Grade: Percentage 

Grade: 

A 93-100% C 73-76.99% 

 A- 90-92.99% C- 70-72.99% 

 B+ 87-89.99%  D+ 67-69.99% 

           B 83-86.99%            D 63-66.99% 

B- 80-82.99% D- 60-62.99% 

C+ 77-79.99% F 0-59.99% 

 

Course Policies 

Academic Honor Code: 

All students are expected to be familiar with and uphold the University of Notre Dame 

Academic Code of Honor (http://www.nd.edu/~hnrcode/). Any student found to have 

violated these policies of academic integrity will receive a failing grade on the assignment 

and may be subject to further penalties by the university. If you have any questions about 

avoiding plagiarism or any of the other policies, please do not hesitate to ask. 

Late Work/Extra Credit: 

An important part of career preparation is the ability to meet deadlines and fulfill the 

requirements of your work. Therefore, late assignments will be subject to a half-letter 

grade reduction for every 24 hour period that the assignment is late. Additionally, there 

will be no extra credit given on an individual basis. 

Laptops and Electronic Devices: 

You are permitted to use laptops in class for note-taking purposes only. Cell phones and 

other electronics should put away during class. To do otherwise detracts not only from 

your learning, but from other students’ as well. 
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Attendance:  

Class attendance is expected, but not required, in this course. However, keep in mind that it 

is impossible to participate if you do not attend class. Furthermore, you are responsible for 

all of the material covered in class, and it is thus in your best interest to attend every class. 

If you must miss a class, it is your responsibility to get notes from another student or to 

contact the instructor before the next class to discuss the material you missed. 

Discussion Policies: 

The goal of discussion is to understand and learn from the viewpoints and experiences of 

others in order to better understand our own opinions and the functioning of the world 

around us. Specifically, our goal in this course is to consider various components of and to 

think critically about American democracy. Just as multiple voices are necessary for a 

healthy democracy, your participation is important for the learning experiences of your 

fellow classmates and your instructor. Therefore, participation will be graded on the 

quality, and not just quantity, of your contribution to this endeavor. To create an 

environment where everyone has the opportunity to participate, respect for individual 

differences and viewpoints will be maintained at all times. In sum, you are allowed and 

encouraged to disagree with other students, the professor, or the texts, but disagreement 

should always be expressed in a respectful manner inside and outside of the classroom. 

Exceptions, Extensions, and Exemptions: 

Exceptions to the policies and schedule on this syllabus are granted only in the cases of a 

true emergency. Please make arrangements with your instructor if an emergency arises. 

Disability Statement: 

If you have a disability, I am happy to work with you and the Office of Disability Services 

(ODS) to provide the appropriate accommodations. At the beginning of the semester, 

please contact the ODS (disabilityservices.nd.edu) to make the necessary arrangements. 

Syllabus Changes: 

I reserve the right to make changes to the syllabus or the course schedule. Advance notice 

will be provided for any changes. 

Questions, Concerns, Comments 

If you have any questions at any point, please do not hesitate to contact me. I encourage 

you to come to my office hours even if you just want to discuss politics or some other 

subject, and I can set up appointments if you are unable to meet during the scheduled 

times. (Please try to give me at least 24 hours notice if you’d like an appointment.) 
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Other Resources 

As your instructor, I am happy to assist you in meeting your goals for this semester. Notre 

Dame also has a number of other resources to assist you with this process. I will highlight a 

few here, and am willing to discuss any additional concerns you may have in my office 

hours or via email. 

Writing Center: Schedule appointments online at writingcenter.nd.edu 

Library System: library.nd.edu or political science librarian Pix Fleming (kflemin4@nd.edu) 

University Counseling Center: (574) 631-7336 or ucc.nd.edu 

Campus Ministry: 114 Coleman-Morse Center or campusministry.nd.edu 

Career Center: 248 Flanner Hall or careercenter.nd.edu 

 

Course Outline and Schedule 

*Reading assignments are to be completed before the date they are listed. 

*Please bring all assigned readings to class. 

 

Wednesday, Aug. 27th – Introduction  

 Go over syllabus in class 

Friday, Aug. 29th – Is Congress Broken? 

 Madison Federalist 10 (Sakai) 

 Excerpts from Mann & Ornstein The Broken Branch (Sakai) 

 Excerpts from Mayhew “Is Congress ‘The Broken Branch’?” (Sakai) 

Monday, Sept. 1st – The Two Congresses 

 Davidson et al. chap. 1 

 McCalmont “Pollsters: ‘Everything is Terrible’” (Sakai) 

 DUE: Book review book choice 

Wednesday, Sept. 3rd – Constitutional Foundations 

 Davidson et al. chap. 2 (pgs. 15-27) 

 Madison Federalist 51 (Sakai) 
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Friday, Sept. 5th – The Evolution of Congress 

 Davidson et al. chap. 2 (pgs. 28-39) 

 Excerpts from Madison Federalist 63 (Sakai) 

Monday, Sept. 8th – Recruitment and Candidacy 

 Davidson et al. chap. 3 

Wednesday, Sept. 10th – Electoral Strategies, Resources, and Techniques 

 Davidson et al. chap. 4 (pgs. 65-82) 

Friday, Sept. 12th – Voters and Electoral Outcomes 

 Davidson et al. chap. 4 (pgs. 82-100) 

 Jacobson “How the Economy and Partisanship Shaped the 2012 Presidential and 

Congressional Elections” (Sakai: read pgs. 21-37, skim the rest) 

Monday, Sept. 15th – Hill Styles and Home Styles 

 Davidson et al. chap. 5 (pgs. 103-122) 

Wednesday, Sept. 17th – Congressional Offices and the Media 

 Davidson et al. chap. 5 (pgs. 122-129) 

Friday, Sept. 19th – Discussion/Catch Up Day 

 King “The Vulnerable American Politician” (Sakai) 

 Report: Congress: The Electoral Connection (Mayhew) 

Monday, Sept. 22nd  

 FIRST EXAM 

Wednesday, Sept. 24th – Leaders in the House and Senate 

 Davidson et al. chap. 6 (pgs. 131-151) 

Friday, Sept. 26th – Leadership Activities 

 Davidson et al. chap. 6 (pgs. 151-161) 

 Newton-Small “Health Care Turns to Harry Reid After Key Vote” (Sakai) 

Monday, Sept. 29th – Congressional Committees 

 Davidson et al. chap. 7 (pgs. 163-184) 

Wednesday, Oct. 1st – Congressional Committees Continued 

 Davidson et al. chap. 7 (pgs. 184-203) 
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Friday, Oct. 3rd – Congressional Rules and Procedures 

 Davidson et al. chap. 8 (pgs. 205-229) 

Monday, Oct. 6th – Congressional Rules and Procedures Continued 

 Davidson et al. chap. 8 (pgs. 229-243) 

 Klein “Let’s Talk” (Sakai) 

 Report: Unorthodox Lawmaking (Sinclair) 

Wednesday, Oct. 8th – Legislating  

 Redman: Forwards, Preface, chap. 1-2 

Friday, Oct. 10th – Legislating Continued 

 Redman chap. 3-4 

Monday, Oct. 13th – Hearings and Decision Making 

 Redman chap. 5-7 

 Watch “C-SPAN: Stephen Colbert Opening Statement” (Sakai) 

 Report: Personal Roots of Representation (Burden) 

Wednesday, Oct. 15th – Decision Making Continued 

 Davidson et al. chap. 9 (pgs. 245-255) 

 Redman chap. 8 

Friday, Oct. 17th – Bargaining  

 Davidson et al. chap. 9 (pgs. 255-272) 

 Redman chap. 9 

 

Monday, Oct. 20th – Friday, Oct. 24th NO CLASS – FALL BREAK 

 

Monday, Oct. 27th – Bargaining and Legislation 

 Redman chap. 10-11 

Wednesday, Oct. 29th – Congress and the President 

 Davidson et al. chap. 10 (pgs. 275-293) 

 Redman chap. 12 

 Report: On Appreciating Congress (Fisher) 
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Friday, Oct. 31st – Congress and the President Continued 

 Davidson et al. chap. 10 (pgs. 294-307) 

 Redman: Epilogue and Postscript 

Monday, Nov. 3rd  

 SECOND EXAM 

Wednesday, Nov. 5th – Congress and the Bureaucracy/Discuss Elections 

 Davidson et al. chap. 11 

 Be prepared to discuss yesterday’s elections 

Friday, Nov. 7th – Congress and the Courts 

 Davidson et al. chap. 12 

 Report: Congress as Public Enemy (Hibbing & Theiss-Morse) 

Monday, Nov. 10th – Organized Interests 

 Davidson et al. chap. 13 (pgs. 367-383) 

Wednesday, Nov. 12th – Organized Interests Continued 

 Davidson et al. chap. 13 (pgs. 383-397) 

Friday, Nov. 14th – Foreign Policy 

 Davidson et al. chap. 15 

 Due: Preliminary arguments for and against 

Monday, Nov. 17th – Domestic Policy 

 Davidson et al. chap. 14 (pgs. 399-409) 

Wednesday, Nov. 19th – Public Policy and Budgeting 

 Davidson et al. chap. 14 (pgs. 409-429) 

 Report: Stalemate (Binder) 

Friday, Nov. 21st – Reassessing Congress 

 Mann & Ornstein: Preface, Introduction, chaps. 1-2 

 Hinkle “Please, Congress, Do Much Less” (Sakai) 

Monday, Nov. 24th – Current Problems in Congress 

 Mann & Ornstein chap. 3 

 Snowe “The Effect of Modern Partisanship on the Legislative Effectiveness in the 

112th Congress” (Sakai: skim) 
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Wednesday, Nov. 26th – Friday, Nov. 28th NO CLASS – THANKSGIVING BREAK 

 

Monday, Dec. 1st – Current Problems in Congress Continued 

 Mann & Ornstein chap. 4 

 Kane “Reid, Democrats Trigger Nuclear Option” (Sakai) 

 Koger “Reid’s Tactical Nuke and the Future of the Senate” (Sakai) 

Wednesday, Dec. 3rd – Polarization in Congress 

 Mann & Ornstein chap. 5 

 Report: Party Polarization in Congress (Theriault) 

 Due: Final paper thesis paragraph 

Friday, Dec. 5th – Challenges and Reform? 

 Mann & Ornstein chap. 6 

 Davidson et al. chap. 16 

Monday, Dec. 8th – Congress and the Future of American Politics 

 Mann & Ornstein chap. 7 and Afterword 

 Due: Final paper outline 

Wednesday, Dec. 10th – Wrap Up Discussion 

 Questions about final paper and exam 

Wednesday, Dec. 17th 

 FINAL EXAM (4:15-6:15 PM) 

 Due: Final paper 


