
Policy Capstone: Issues in Public Policy 
PSCI 4952.001 

Spring 2015 
 
 
Professor: Matthew Eshbaugh-Soha   e-mail: mes@unt.edu  
Office:  134 Wooten      Phone: 565-2329 

Office Hours:  T 2-3:30p; W 1:30-3p   Class: TR 9:30-10:50a, 210 Wooten 
 
 
Course Overview   
This course is designed to help students build theoretical knowledge and methodological skills as 
they pertain to political science; learn practical application of methodological skills to real world 
policy problems; apply these skills to a real world policy problem of their choosing; and gain 
experience working in peer groups and presenting the results of their research in a public forum.  
Although the substantive focus of this course is on public policymaking, you will revisit and 
integrate concepts and skills developed throughout the political science curriculum. 
 
This course serves as the capstone course for the Department of Political Science.  Capstone courses 
are designed to be a culminating experience, drawing the breadth of the student’s educational 
experience into an integrated whole, and placed within the context of the larger society.   To this 
end, it will allow students to develop and demonstrate mastery of the following core objectives: 
critical thinking, communication, empirical and quantitative skills, and social responsibility. 

 
Course Goals 
1) Demonstrate critical thinking skills by evaluating effective policymaking and decision-making. 

2) Effectively develop, interpret, and express ideas related to public policymaking through written, 
oral and visual communication. 

3) Illustrate skills of empirical analysis by analyzing public policy data. 

4) Demonstrate intercultural competence, knowledge of civic responsibility, and engage effectively 
in regional, national, and global communities. 

 

Course Format 

The first half of the semester will involve regular lectures and in-class discussion of assigned 
readings.  Before spring break, students will take the only exam for the course, which will measure 
their comprehension of foundational concepts of policymaking.  After spring break, we will cover 
decision-making as it relates to public policy and finalize group assignments for the purpose of 
identifying and developing a topic that will form the basis of each student's semester project and 
presentation.  The goal of this project is to identify a compelling and current policy topic to 
research.  Students will assess the state of the policy problem, collect and analyze data, and offer 
public policy solutions to real problems, whether local, national, or international.   
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Course Prerequisites 
Completion of all political science coursework with a grade of C- or better. 
 
Required Reading 
Anderson, James E. 2015. Public Policymaking: An Introduction, 8th edition. Cengage. 

Kingdon, John W. 2011. Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies, updated 2nd edition.  Pearson. 

Jones, Bryan D., and Frank R. Baumgartner. 2005. The Politics of Attention: How Government Prioritizes 
Problems. University of Chicago Press. 
 
Course Assignments 
1. Midterm Exam   20 % 
2. Book Review   15 % 
3. Final Project   30 % 
4. Presentation   20 % 
5. Class Participation   15 % 
 
Course Policies and Procedures 
 
Grading: Grading will follow a standard scale: 90% is an A, 80% is a B, 70% is a C, and 60% is a D. 
I do not change grades unless I make a computational error. Moreover, I do not reveal grades 
via e-mail or telephone and there are no opportunities for extra credit, except those mentioned 
herein or announced by me in class.  I will submit your final grades, for view at my.unt.edu, as soon 
as I grade final exams.  http://learn.unt.edu 
 
If you do poorly on any of the assignments or exams, I advise you to see me as soon as possible.  It 
is your responsibility to seek my help if you need it.  Pleading for a higher grade after you complete 
all assignments will not avail you. 
 
Communications: If you have any questions about the class, please see me during my office hours 
or schedule an appointment to see me.  You are more than welcome to e-mail me, but it is much 
easier to communicate about class in person.  Because I do not reveal grades or schedule makeup 
exams via e-mail, you must see me in person about these issues.  Finally, if you choose to e-mail me, 
instead of speaking with me in person, it is your responsibility to check e-mail frequently for my 
response. 
 
Exam:  The only exam for this course will test your understanding of assigned readings and lecture 
material.  The exam will consist of a mix of multiple choice, short answer, and essay questions. You 
must write answers in blue or black ink on the paper provided.  There is no comprehensive final 
exam for this class. 
 
A makeup exam will only be given in light of a university excused absence or at the discretion of the 
professor.  Inform me of your absence before or within 48 hours after the examination date, either 
in person or by e-mail.  If possible, provide specific, written documentation to verify the nature and 

http://learn.unt.edu/
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legitimacy of your absence.  You must discuss a makeup exam, in person, during my office hours (or 
make an appointment) and before the makeup examination date.  At that time, I will determine 
whether you are eligible to take a makeup exam and we will schedule a time for the exam.  Except 
under unusual and equally verifiable circumstances, you must take the makeup exam before the next 
class period after the regularly scheduled exam.  You will have one hour to complete the makeup 
exam, which consists of answering one essay question.   
 
Critical Book Review: You will write a critical book review of The Politics of Attention.  This book 
review should contain the following: a summary of the book, including the authors’ findings, 
methodology, and contribution to the study of public policy.  You should be able to summarize the 
main points of the book in a concise and clear style.  Do not summarize the book, chapter-by-
chapter.  Instead, organize your book review around what you see are the main points of the book, 
supported with evidence. Conclude with a concise and specific criticism of the book.  The book 
review should be four pages long, and follow the paper formatting guidelines listed at the end of the 
syllabus.  It is due on March 31.  We will also discuss this book at length on the review’s due date, 
another opportunity to score class participation points. 
 
Semester Project: Each student will be assigned to a four-person team. The group will work 
together to select a policy-related topic. The group will work on their project throughout the 
semester both in and outside of the classroom. Each group will also prepare a 20-page research 
paper. The purpose of the project is to provide a real and common communication experience that 
will provide the basis for critical reflection and analysis of the concepts discussed in the course.  
 
In addition to the paper, each group will present their work in a public forum.  The presentation of 
the group project will take the form of either a PowerPoint presentation or poster presentation.  
Each student in the group will be graded by all other students in the group to ensure that groups 
avoid the free rider problem.  A low grade from your group mates will result in a lower overall grade 
for the paper, presentation, or both.   
 
Class Participation: An important component to your intellectual development is being able to 
discuss intelligently matters pertinent to public policy.  To enrich your understanding of the 
materials, therefore, this course is designed to engage students in discussion and activities on a 
regular basis. It is the student’s responsibility to come to class prepared and ready to participate in 
class.  When pertinent we will also incorporate a discussion of current events as they relate to public 
policy into most classes.  I encourage you to read a quality newspaper, e.g., The New York Times, Wall 
Street Journal, or Washington Post or their web counterparts on a regular basis. You may also learn from 
radio news sources and television news.   
 
I will also ask questions periodically throughout each class session.  I expect you to be prepared to 
participate in class by reading each day’s assignments beforehand.  Some classes will be devoted in 
part or entirely to discussion of the assigned readings.  To ensure that you read the assignments, I 
reserve the right to quiz you over reading materials (which will count as part of your participation 
grade).  If I quiz you over the readings, your participation on assigned reading and performance on 
quizzes will count for one-half of your class participation grade.  Keep in mind that class 
participation is worth 15 percent of your grade and can easily be the difference from a higher grade. 
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Attendance: Attendance is expected, but not required for this class.  Keep in mind that you must 
attend class to participate in class, just as you are responsible for all materials covered in class.    If you miss a 
lecture, see a classmate for notes.  I do not give out my PowerPoint slides.  Please do not be late to 
class, as it is disruptive to not only me, but also your classmates. 
 
Dropping Courses: Please link http://www.unt.edu/catalogs/2014-15/calendar.htm for 
information concerning drops, withdraws, and other administrative information. 
 
Course Evaluations: You will have an opportunity to evaluate this class at the end of the semester.  
This is an in-class evaluation required by the political science department.   

Americans with Disabilities Act Statement: The University of North Texas is on record as being 
committed to both the spirit and letter of federal equal opportunity legislation; reference Public Law 
92-112 – The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 as amended. With the passage of new federal legislation 
entitled Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), pursuant to section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, 
there is renewed focus on providing this population with the same opportunities enjoyed by all 
citizens.  If you believe you have a disability requiring accommodation, you must contact the Office 
of Disability Accommodation before accommodations can be given. 
 
Students who wish to utilize the testing center must first complete an Alternative Test Request form 
from the Office of Disability Accommodations that must be signed by the instructor for each course 
and exam that he or she wishing to take at ODA Testing Center.  The form must then be turned in 
to ODA's main office at the University Union Suite 322A at least 72 hours prior to any regularly 
scheduled exam and 1 week before a final exam.  Please see http://www.unt.edu/oda/index.html. 
 
Academic Misconduct: Academic integrity emanates from a culture that embraces the core values 
of trust and honesty necessary for full learning to occur. As a student-centered public research 
university, the University of North Texas promotes the integrity of the learning process by 
establishing and enforcing academic standards. Academic dishonesty breaches the mutual trust 
necessary in an academic environment and undermines all scholarship.  For detailed information 
about the policy, please visit:  
http://policy.unt.edu/sites/default/files/untpolicy/pdf/7-Student_Affairs-Academic_Integrity.pdf 
 
Acceptable Student Behavior: Student behavior that interferes with an instructor’s ability to 
conduct a class or other students' opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive and will not be 
tolerated in any instructional forum at UNT. Students engaging in unacceptable behavior will be 
directed to leave the classroom and the instructor may refer the student to the Center for Student 
Rights and Responsibilities to consider whether the student's conduct violated the Code of Student 
Conduct.  The university's expectations for student conduct apply to all instructional forums, 
including university and electronic classroom, labs, discussion groups, field trips, etc.  The Code of 
Student Conduct can be found at www.unt.edu/csrr . 
 
Course Materials and Copyright Statement:  The handouts used in this course are copyrighted.  
By “handouts,” I mean all materials generated for this class, which include but are not limited to 
syllabi, quizzes, exams, in-class materials review sheets, and additional problem sets.  Because these 
are copyrighted, you do not have the right to copy the handouts, unless I expressly grant permission. 
 

http://www.unt.edu/catalogs/2014-15/calendar.htm
http://www.unt.edu/oda/index.html
http://policy.unt.edu/sites/default/files/untpolicy/pdf/7-Student_Affairs-Academic_Integrity.pdf
http://www.unt.edu/csrr
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Course Schedule 
INTRODUCTION 

Week One, January 20   Introduction: What is Public Policy? 
    Read: Anderson, Chapter 1 
   
Week Two, January 27  Policymaking and Policy Problems  
    Read: Anderson, Chapters 2 and 3 (pp 87-98) 

   Read: CQ Researcher, Domestic Violence 
     
Week Three, February 3  Agenda-setting 
    Read: Anderson, Chapter 3 (pp 99-114) 
    Read: Kingdon, all 
 
Week Four, February 10 The Politics of Policy Formulation and Adoption 
    Read: Anderson, Chapters 3 (pp 114-127) and Chapter 4 

  Watch: NRA on Frontline 
  

Week Five, February 17  Budgeting 
    Read: Anderson, Chapter 5  
    Read: CQ Researcher, National Debt 
 
Week Six, February 24   Policy Implementation 
    Read: Anderson, Chapter 6 

  Read: CQ Researcher, Minimum Wage 
 

Week Seven, March 3   Policy Evaluation 
    Read: Anderson, Chapter 7 

   

Week Eight, March 10   Wrap-up and Review  

March 12   Midterm Exam 
   
Week Nine     SPRING BREAK, NO CLASSES 

 
Week Ten, March 24   The Ethics of Decision-making 

Read:  Pasquerella, Lynn and Alfred Killilea.  2005. “The Ethics of Lying in 
the Public Interest: Reflections on the "Just Lie" Public Integrity 7: 261-
273.  

 
Week Eleven, March 31 Decision-making and the prioritization of policy problems 

Read: Jones and Baumgartner 
  March 31 Book Review Due in Class 

   
Week Twelve, April 7  Cost-benefit analysis and unintended consequences  

Begin Working groups 
Read: CQ Researcher, Farm Policy 
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Read: CQ Researcher, Climate Change 
Read: Cost-Benefit Analysis and the Environment, Chapter 1 

   
Week Thirteen, April 14 Working groups 

    April 16  No Class, MPSA Conference 
 
Week Fourteen, April 21 Working groups/Presentations 
 
Week Fifteen, April 28  Presentations 

   
 
Pre-finals Week, May 5  Final paper due on May 5  
    
 

Assignment: Final Project 
The point of this project is to identify a policy issue or controversy that you can study, explore, and 
offer solutions.  The project should draw on your expertise in political science and other classes to 
be theoretically-driven, thoughtful, reliant on existing literature, and that will build upon your 
empirical understanding of data.  Your paper will begin with a policy problem that you think 
government should look to address.  The bulk of the paper will consider the various approaches to 
solving these problems and will argue why a particular solution is preferred, backed up with 
extensive research and data.  You may wish to consider, among other things, how the policy 
problem might best be solved and whether there are any drawbacks to your approach (such as 
potential unintended consequences).  The project will conclude with the prospects for a successful 
policy solution.  The paper should use empirical data throughout the paper, such as using a graph to 
illustrate the extent of a problem or illustrate the benefits of one solution over another using 
statistical evidence.  Additional data might be quantitative, qualitative, or both.  You should look to 
be creative with your data collection, perhaps by contacting and interviewing city leaders if your 
paper explores a local policy problem.   It matters not whether you select a topic that relates to local, 
state, or federal government.  The nature of the policy problem will determine which government 
should solve it.  Given that the focus of this class is on domestic policy-making, papers that examine 
foreign policy questions should be avoided.   
 
The presentation will be a PowerPoint presentation or poster presentation over your research topic.  
TBD and explained later.  The presentation will be made prior to the final paper due date so that 
you may incorporate any suggestions or comments made on your presentation into the final draft of 
your paper.   
 
The research paper will be a 20-page paper.   You must incorporate a range of quality research 
sources and existing data sources to develop your paper and presentation.  Although there is no set 
amount of quality sources to include in your paper, one is likely to need at least a dozen references 
to build a decent argument.  Quality investigative reports from good media outlets (The New York 
Times) and government and other data-related websites may provide useful information for your 
paper.  CQ Researcher, including the articles that we have read in class, is a good resource for ideas 
and additional reference materials.  If you are unsure about references, including what to use and 
where to find useful information to analyze your policy area, please ask.   
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Please see “paper guidelines” for spacing and format issues, and use APSA citation style: 
http://www.wisc.edu/writing/Handbook/DocAPSA.html 
 
The first step to writing a good paper is organization.  Use an outline.  If you know how information 
fits into your paper before you write, you will find writing to be much easier.  Use headings.  
Headings will allow you to break up a lengthy paper into several smaller papers.   
 
 
Paper Formatting Guidelines 

1. The paper must be typed and double-spaced in 12-point font (Times New Roman or 
Garamond), with margins between 1 and 1.25 inches. 

2. All papers must include a title page.  A title page contains the following information: The 
title of the assignment, authors’ names, and the date. 

3. Include a reference page for your sources and place tables or figures on separate pages at the 
end of the paper and after the reference page. 

4. The title page, references, or endnotes do not count toward the paper’s page total. 

5. Use APSA citation style, using footnotes or endnotes sparingly and for supplemental 
information. 

6. Staple your paper in the upper left-hand corner, and number all pages except the title page.  

7.  ASSIGNMENTS ARE DUE AS ASSIGNED AND LATE WORK WILL BE 
ACCEPTED ONLY AT A PENALTY OF 20 PERCENT PER CALENDAR DAY 
LATE.  If I do not have your paper by the deadline listed on the syllabus, it is late. 

 

Research Paper Grading Rubric 
I will grade your research paper on the following criteria: 

1. Adherence to “paper guidelines,” or paper’s overall presentation (20 points) 

2. Critical Thinking: Evaluate the weight of the evidence(20 points) 

3. Effective Communication: communicate a well-reasoned and organized argument related 
to a policy issue (20 points) 

4. Empirical Evidence: accurately apply and analyze empirical evidence you introduce to 
support your policy problems and solutions (20 points) 

5. Knowledge of civic responsibility: illustrate that you understand key concepts related to 
public policymaking in the national or international communities (20 points) 

 
 
An A paper, for example, will follow the paper guidelines almost perfectly; will be well-organized 
with a clear introduction (tell me what you are going to discuss) and thesis (your research question 
or topic), body (tell me), and conclusion (tell me again); will be well-written with minimal 
grammatical and spelling mistakes; and will be researched well, integrating all five sources into a 
coherent, interesting, and clear argument that stays focused on your thesis. You will not receive an 
A if you rely too heavily on one source, do not organize your paper well, or do not write well. 

http://www.wisc.edu/writing/Handbook/DocAPSA.html
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