
POL 498 Comparative State Politics

Senior Capstone Seminar

SSB 241 Wednesdays 9:30 - 12:20

Instructor: Dr. Daniel Bowen
Department: Political Science

Office Hours: MoTh: 9:00–9:55a;
2:00–3:00p or by appointment

Office: SSB 216
Email: bowend@tcnj.edu

Phone: 609.771.2747

1 Course Description and Purpose

The American states are unique political institutions. State governments have great constitutional au-
thority in our federal system for enacting public policy and remain the primary providers of public services
in the U.S. Since policies are often first experimented on in the states before enacting on the federal level,
as evidenced by the major changes in welfare, education, and health care policies in the last 15 years, the
states are often referred to as “laboratories of democracy.” Additionally, the American states boast great
variation on social, economic, and political characteristics of interest to political scientists. Yet the states
are deeply similar due to common historical development and participation in the U.S. political and legal
systems, creating a situation ideal for comparative research. This seminar will focus on how differences
in the political and social context of the states influence political outputs like turnout, campaigns and
elections, representation, and governance. As a capstone seminar, students will conduct a major research
project using empirical data from the states and illustrating the appropriate use of research methods.
Students should have senior status and have taken POL 390 (Tutorial).

2 Course Goals

The course is designed to be a culmination of the political science program, with the central component
being an individual research project. Specifically, the course meets the following learning goals set out
by the Department of Political Science:

(2) To lead students to examine the workings of fundamental political processes and institutions at the
local, national, and international level while offering them the opportunity to explore a field of
political science in more depth.

(4) To mentor students in developing advanced skills in critical thinking so that they may read analyti-
cally, understand complex relationships and concepts, identify underlying assumptions, and dissect
a scholarly text.

(5) To teach students to conduct original research, independently and in teams, using scholarly sources
and empirical research tools characteristic of the discipline.

(6) To refine the communications skills of students so that they can present oral and written arguments
that are cogent, compelling, and well-substantiated.
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3 Course Required Materials

State politics is a surprisingly broad field, with a wide range of studied topics, concepts, and phenomenon.
In order to provide an opportunity to study many different issues in the field, as well as to expose
students to real and current state politics research, journal articles will be the primary required readings.
Occasionally supplemental book chapters will also be assigned. Journal articles will be available for
FREE pdf download at the library’s website (use Google Scholar): http://www.tcnj.edu/~library/

research/index.html. Other readings will be posted on the course’s SOCS site.

4 Research Project in State Politics

The central component of the class is the successful completion of research project on some aspect of
state politics. Students will write a research paper based on the findings of their empirical study and
will also give a formal presentation of their study to the seminar at the end of the semester. The basic
details of the research project are as follows (with more information to be given at a later date):

Data and methodology: Students will collect data on the states and analyze them using appropriate
statistical methods. Projects can be large-N comparative studies (using statistical methods) or in-
depth comparative case studies of a few well-chosen states or institutions. In both cases, projects
are expected to be methodologically rigorous and incorporate data on state politics, with attention
given to evaluating empirical claims and the generalizability of the findings.

Major components: The project should include (but is not limited to) a well-defined research question,
developed theory, at least one testable hypothesis drawn from the theory, descriptions of the data
and methods used, and a discussion of the results of the study.

Paper length: The paper should be 6000 - 7000 words long, which is approximately 20-25 pages of
double-spaced, 12pt font text. In addition, the paper should included tables, graphs, and/or figures
when appropriate.

Scholarly literature: An important component of any research paper is to examine what other scholars
have published on the issue to situate the new work in the context of the field’s knowledge and to
provide support for claims not tested in the study. Each research paper should engage with the
previous literature and cite appropriately.

Schedule: The research project includes six steps: three short paper ideas, a research proposal presen-
tation and written summary, a polished draft of the paper to be circulated to the class, a formal
presentation of the finished research, the final draft, and disseminating the paper or presentation
to some outlet for publication.

Paper ideas: three 1-2 page paper ideas are due during in the first six weeks of class (see schedule).
Each paper idea should include the topic or research question driving the research, a specific,
testable hypothesis, and some comment on the possible methodologies and data sources.

Research proposal: Students will present their polished research proposal to the class and receive
feedback on their proposal. A written, 4 page research proposal is due at 5:00pm on the
Friday following the presentation and should incorporate comments and suggestions from the
presentation. Research proposals should include the research question, outline of the theory,
one or more testable hypotheses drawn from the theory, a brief comment on how the project
would fill a gap or correct a problem with the existing scholarly literature on the topic, and a
discussion of the methodology and data sources to be used.

Draft: A polished draft of the research paper is due by the end of the day on November 8. The draft
should be posted to SOCS for circulation to the rest of the class. Each student is expected to
read and comment on every other research paper. During the final presentations, the written
comments will be given to the presenter and the course instructor.
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Presentation: The final two weeks of class are devoted to presentations. Each student will have
approximately 20 minutes to present their original research and answer questions from the
class.

Final Paper: The final paper is due on Dec. 15 at noon (through SOCS) and should incorporate
comments and suggestions received after the presentation as well as any needed additional
research and editing.

Dissemination: Either the final paper or the presentation should be submitted for publication by
12/15. Some possible outlets include TCNJ Journal of Student Scholarship, the Celebration
of Student Achievement, or an undergraduate academic journal. Please talk to me about an
appropriate publication outlet for the work.

5 Grading

The following tables denotes the weight of each course component toward the final grade and grade ranges
used.

Assignment % of Final Grade
Participation / discussion 10
Paper ideas 5
Research proposal (presentation and written) 10
Draft 25
Comments on drafts 10
Presentation 10
Final paper 25
Dissemination of paper 5

Table 1: Grading Weights

A A- B+ B B- C+ C C- D+ D D- F
100–93 93–90 90–87 87–83 83–80 80–77 77–73 73–70 70–67 67–63 63–60 60–0

Table 2: Grading Scale

6 Class Schedule, Topics, and Readings
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Date Topic(s) Readings Deadlines

9\1 Introduction and
Comparative Analysis

9\8 Do the States Matter? Brace and Jewett 1995
Public Policy and Outputs Alvarez-Diaz et al. 2010

Meier and Holbrook 1992
Mooney and Lee 1995
Berry and Berry 1992

9\15 Institutions I Dometrius 1987
Governor & Legislature Squire and Fastnow 1994

Brown 2010
Squire 1992
Maestas 2000

9\22 Institutions II Carey, Niemi and Powell 1998 Project idea #1
Legislature & Direct Democracy Hogan 2004

Donovan and Bowler 1998
Gerber 1996
Tolbert, Grummel and Smith 2001

9\29 Public Opinion and Wright, Erikson and McIver 1987 Project idea #2
Representation Norrander 2000

Rosenthal 1998 (Ch. 1)
Reingold 1992
Niemi, Hill and Grofman 1985

10\6 Race, Culture Elazar 1972 (Ch. 4) Project idea #3
and Social Capital Putnam 1995

Sullivan 1973
Hero and Tolbert 1996
Hill and Leighley 1999

10\13 Research Proposals Presentation &
10\20 Research Proposals (Cont.) written proposal
10\27 Meetings with instructor
11\3 Meetings with instructor
11\10 Commenting on drafts Draft Due: 11\8 by 11:59pm
11\17 Commenting on drafts
11\24 -Thanksgiving Break-
12\1 Paper Presentations Comments Due
12\8 Paper Presentations Comments Due
12\15 Research Paper Due by noon

Paper Dissemination

Table 3: Class Schedule
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7 Course Policies

7.1 Attendance

This course will adhere to TCNJ’s attendance policy [http://www.tcnj.edu/~academic/policy/attendance.
html]. Participation in discussion is an important component to the course.

7.2 Absences

No make-up quizzes or extensions on assignments due to an absence will be given unless you speak to me
before you miss class or you miss class due to an illness or family emergency. If the latter is the case, I
need appropriate documentation.

7.3 Academic Integrity

This course will adhere to TCNJ’s academic integrity policy [http://www.tcnj.edu/~academic/policy/
integrity.html]. Cheating is bad; don’t do it. The work you hand in should be your own.
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7.4 Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)

This course will also adhere to TCNJ’s Americans with Disabilities Act policy [http://www.tcnj.edu/

~affirm/ada.html]. If you need accommodations due to a disability, please see the instructor as soon
as possible.

7.5 Disclaimer

The instructor reserves the right to make changes to this syllabus.
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