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Political Science 353 
Lewis & Clark College  
The National Policy Process 
Ian McDonald, Ph.D. 
 
Thursday 9am – 11am, and possible appointed meeting times around DC 
The Congressional, Room 103 
 
The catalog description is:  In this course we will consider the theoretical foundations of national government and 
analysis of its congressional, presidential, administrative, and judicial structures. We will examine specific public 
policies to understand the interaction of interest groups, political parties, research institutes, media, and public opinion 
with these structures. 
 
Please note that this course is NOT the foundational course for public policy in the L&C Political 
Science curriculum.  That course is POLS253.   
 
The work in this course has two components: 
 

1. We will learn about public policy analysis from Analyzing Policy by Michael C. Munger.  This 
book applies general and reusable concepts from economics, public choice, and political 
science to public policy. 
 

2. We will apply ideas from Analyzing Policy to specific topics and problems chosen by 
individual students.  You will research a topic of your choice and develop expertise and 
recommendations that you can share with the class, while critically analyzing the topics 
presented by your colleagues in the class. 

 
The Difference Between Politics and Policy 
 
The two words are difficult to distinguish at times, partly because they share a common root (polis) 
and partly because they involve overlapping sets of actors, problems, and focus on community and 
public goods.  Think of the words this way:  political systems succeed or fail through action, and 
action is realized through public policy.  Policy is the content, or the consequences, of a political 
choice.  By contrast, the study of politics focuses on the mechanics of choice, and the institutions 
that facilitate or accommodate choices that reflect the systems overall goals. 
 
Examples: 
 

• Electing a president is political choice and is understood by studying politics. 
• A course of action that reflects preferences about immigration or health care is a policy. 

 
In short, we enact policy in the hopes of producing a desired outcome, since a political system can 
never produce an outcome directly.   “Ending poverty” is a desired outcome, while “raising the 
minimum wage” is a policy choice promoted to help achieve that outcome.  Does the policy choice 
actually work? How do we evalaute the performance that policy choice?  These are the kinds of 
challenging questions that policy research investigates. 
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This course is divided into five activities with deliverables. 
    

1. Lead a class discussion from one of the assigned readings in Munger. 
2. Present your policy area research to the class. 
3. Write a first draft and final version of a policy memo. (Due 10/17 and 12/8) 
4. Write an oped advocating a solution to your policy topic, and try to publish it. (Due 11/15) 
5. Complete three in-class quizzes on the Munger readings. (Dates TBD) 

 
Upon completion of this course, you will:  
 

• Recognize the social and economic problems addressed by public policy 
• Understand the rational model of policy analysiImprove analytical and critical thinking skills 
• Be able to distinguish between good and bad research resources 
• Write clearly, accurately, persuasively, and concisely 
• Articulate and refute policy arguments in debate  

 
Your grade for the course will be based on the following components:  
 

• Participation / Attendance: 15 %  
• Leading Class Discussion on Analyzing Policy: 10% 
• Presentation of Policy Research 10%  
• First Draft of Policy Memo: 10%  
• Final Draft of Policy Memo: 30%  
• Quizzes: 10%  
• Op-ed: 15%  

 
 
Attendance and Participation  
Perfect attendance and active participation are required. Be prepared for as many as two evening 
events that could be appropriat for the class.  Excused absences must be brought to my attention as 
soon as possible.  
 
Successful participation includes:  
• Attendance, promptness, appropriate behavior  
• Asking questions  
• Answering questions  
• Listening to and engaging with peers  
• Referencing the readings and exhibiting preparation  
• Modeling critical analysis  
 
Policy Memo  
The course culminates with the completion of a policy memo. This is a substantial research paper, 
and you should expect it to cover 15-20 pages. Students will choose a societal problem, select 
competing policy alternatives, and evaluate those alternatives based on multiple criteria. Analysis will 
be based on existing academic research.  
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In this memo, you will define the policy question within your chosen fieid, evaluate options, and 
provide a recommendation.   
 
A useful guide can be found at the University of Texas website here: 
https://www.ischool.utexas.edu/~i382l5pd/su2003/suggestions.html 
 
And Duke University here: 
http://twp.duke.edu/uploads/media_items/policy-memo.original.pdf 
 
Plagiarism and Cheating  
Any instance of plagiarism or cheating with be dealt with in accordance to college policy and will 
result in automatic failure of this course.  
 
Other: 
 

• Let me know about your chosen policy area in two weeks. During class we will consider 
examples.   

• At least four sessions involve travel to other locations in DC.  We’ll make arrangements in 
advance, but please let me know if that travel poses any logistical issues (e.g., Georgetown 
University). 
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Schedule 
 
September 8:   Introduction 

September 15:   1. Policy Analysis as a Profession and a Process:  An Overview / Merkely* (P1 & 
2) 

September 22:   2. Deciding How to Decide: “Experts”, “The People”, and “The Market” / 
Wyden*  (P3 & 4) 

September 29:   3. A Benchmark for Performance: & The Market Case 1:  A Prison Camp 
Economy (P5 & 6) 

October 6:   4. Evaluation and Market Failure (P7 & 8) /Alice Rivlin* 

October 13:   5. Experts and “Advocacy”:  The Limits of Policy Analysis (P 9 & 10) 

October 20:   6. Democratic Decisions and “Government Failure” (P 11 & 12)/ Hans Noel*  

October 27:   7. The Welfare Economics Paradigm (P 13 & 14) 

November 3:   8. Choice of Regulatory Form / Brookings federalism paper. (P 15 & 16) 

November 10:       9. Discounting I:  Expected Values, Probability, and Risk /Derek Willis  

November 17:   10. Discounting II:  Time / Policy Presentations 

December 1:   Policy Presentations 

December 8: TBD 

* Offsite 
 
The numbers at the end of each schedule correspond to the discussion leadership assignments.  
Individuals will be assigned in pairs, and will design a list of three original questions used to frame 
the discussion.  Teams will kick off the discussio with a ten-minute introduction, and then use their 
questions to launch class discussion on the chapter. 
 
Questions can focus on application of the book’s ideas to specific policy questions, puzzles that 
apply the analytical techniques, or a critique of its assumptions.   
 
The three questions should be provided to me by Tuesday evening before class.  I will distribute 
them and post them. 
 
Teams: 
P 1 & 2: Mackenzie and Rachel 
P 3 & 4: Rebecca and Harrison 
P 5 & 6: Erik and Katherine 
P 7 & 8: Hannah and Victoria 
P 9 & 10: Rafael and Peyton 
P 11 & 12: Zane and Mikita 
P 13 & 14: Jack and Rosemary 
P 15 & 16: Ama and Nicole 
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Additional Readings: 
Policy making and Republicans 
https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2016-08-24/how-louisiana-s-flood-left-republicans-at-
a-loss 
 
 
Affordable Care Act 
http://www.vox.com/2016/8/24/12538934/is-obamacare-failing 
https://www.brookings.edu/research/the-affordable-care-act-an-experiment-in-federalism/ 
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/DroppJackman-and-JackmanACA-
Experment-in-Federalism102213.pdf 
 
 
Guns 
http://www.vox.com/2016/8/8/12351824/gun-control-sweden-solution 
 
Minimum Wage 
 
The Electrical Grid 
 
The Cost and Availability of Housing 
 
 
Federalism: 
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Galston_Davis_21st-Century-
Federalism.pdf 
 
 
 


