
PSCI 3100: Presidential Elections
Professor Paolino Office hours
Wooten 137 Tues 10:00-11:00
565-2315 Wed 2:00-4:00
paolino@unt.edu

Presidential elections are the one time when a majority of American citizens simultaneously express their
opinion about the direction of public policy in the United States. Leaders of the winning party often interpret
the results of the Presidential election as the people’s mandate for one set of policies or another, while the
defeated downplay the election’s significance. Who should we believe? What goes into the selection of the
only elected official who is responsible to the entire electorate?

This course starts with the theories of voting in Presidential elections. Attention is, then, devoted to such
topics as candidate behavior, voter participation, voter information, independent and third parties, and the
media’s role in the Presidential election process. The goal of this course is to examine the inputs of the
Presidential selection process and use knowledge of these inputs to evaluate how voters make decisions and
as a starting point for evaluating how well our system selects good leaders.

In this course, students are responsible for keeping up with all reading on the syllabus. Toward this
end, students are responsible for turning in a one-page paper that describes a hypothesis from one of each
topic’s readings and discusses both the conclusions related to that hypothesis and how the research tries to
demonstrate support for those conclusions (note: readings from Abramson, Aldrich, and Rohde should not
be used for these papers). There are 12 topics, and your best 10 will be used to determine 35% of your grade.
There will be a midterm exam that is worth 25% of your grade and a comprehensive final examination at the
conclusion of the course that is worth 40% of the final grade. ALSO NOTE, THERE WILL BE NO MAKEUP
EXAMS OR INCOMPLETES GRANTED WITHOUT AN EXCUSE FROM YOUR DEAN.

The following books are required for the course:

1. Abramson, Paul R., John H. Aldrich, and David W. Rohde. 2009. Change and Continuity in the 2008
Elections. CQ Press. ISBN 978-1-60426-520-0

2. Mayer, William G. 2007. The Making of Presidential Candidates, 2008. Rowman and Littlefield.
ISBN 978-0-7425-4719-3

3. Rosenstone, Steven J., Roy L. Behr, and Edward H. Lazarus. 1996. Third Parties in America. 2d ed.
Princeton University Press. ISBN 0-691-02613-0.

4. Patterson, Thomas. 1994 Out of Order (New York: Vintage Books). ISBN 0-679-75510-1

In the event of discrepancies with my grade records, students must be able to produce their assignments
and exams. So be sure to pick up and save your assignments. If I don’t have a record of your doing an
assignment and you cannot produce the evidence that you did the work, your grade on that exam or assignment
will be 0.

Finally, please remember to turn off and put away your cell phones before lecture. The first time a cell
phone is out, you will be asked to put it away. The second time, you will be asked to leave. During exams,
cell phones should be turned off and placed in your bags or under your seats. If you take your cell phone or
other electronic devices out during the exam, you will have a choice of turning in your exam immediately or
receiving a grade of zero for the exam.

Disabilities Accommodation:
The University of North Texas complies with Section 504 of the 1973 Rehabilitation

Act and with the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990. The University of North Texas
provides academic adjustments and auxiliary aids to individuals with disabilities, as defined
under the law. Among other things, this legislation requires that all students with disabil-
ities be guaranteed a learning environment that provides for reasonable accommodation
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of their disabilities. If you believe you have a disability requiring accommodation, please
see the instructor and/or contact the Office of Disability Accommodation at 940-565-4323
during the first week of class.

Academic Integrity:
The Political Science Department adheres to and enforces UNTs policy on academic

integrity (cheating, plagiarism, forgery, fabrication, facilitating academic dishonesty and
sabotage). Students in this class should review the policy (UNT Policy Manual Section
18.1.16), which may be located at http://policy.unt.edu/sites/default/
files/untpolicy/pdf/7-Student_Affairs-Academic_Integrity.pdf.
Violations of academic integrity in this course will addressed in compliance with the penal-
ties and procedures laid out in this policy.

1 Introduction (Aug. 26)

2 Voters’ Decision-Making

2.1 Social Group Theories of Electoral Behavior (Aug. 31-Sept. 9)

These lectures will discuss the effect of communication among social group members upon
how–and when–voters make up their minds during a presidential election.

1. Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet The People’s Choice Ch. 1, 3, 15-16, Appendix.

2. Abramson, Aldrich, and Rohde Change and Continuity in the 2008 Elections Ch. 5.

2.2 Social Psychological Theories of Electoral Behavior (Sept. 14-16)

These lectures will focus upon an alternative mechanism, party identification, for explain-
ing how voters make up their minds during a presidential election.

1. Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes The American Voter Ch. 4, 6-7.

2. Abramson, Aldrich, and Rohde Ch. 8.

2.3 Rational Choice Theories of Electoral Behavior (Sept. 21-23)

These lectures provide yet a third theory, issue proximity, for explaining how voters make
up their minds during an election, and how this theory helps us better understand candidate
behavior in campaigns.

1. Downs An Economic Theory of Democracy Ch. 2-3, 7-8.

2. Abramson, Aldrich, and Rohde Ch. 6.
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2.4 Retrospective Theories of Electoral Behavior (Sept. 28-30)

These lectures provide one more class of theories, retrospective evaluations, to explain how
voters decide which candidate to support in presidential elections.

1. Key The Responsible Electorate Ch. 1-2.

2. Fiorina Retrospective Voting in American National Elections Ch. 1 & 4.

3. Abramson, Aldrich, and Rohde Ch. 7.

3 The Candidates

3.1 The Campaign and Candidate Strategy (Oct. 5-7)

The lectures examine two sides of candidate strategy, message and resource allocation.

1. Page Choices and Echoes in Presidential Elections Ch. 5-6.

2. Shaw “The Methods Behind the Madness: Presidential Electoral College Strategies,
1988-1996” Journal of Politics 1999 [JSTOR].

3. Abramson, Aldrich, and Rohde Ch. 2.

=⇒Mid-Term Exam (Oct. 12)

3.2 Candidate Image (Oct. 14-19)

These lectures discuss the ways in which voters evaluate candidates’ images and the images
that appeal most to voters in presidential elections.

1. Kinder, Peters, Abelson, and Fiske “Presidential Prototypes” Political Behavior 1980
[JSTOR].

2. Miller, Wattenberg, and Malanchuk “Schematic Assessments of Presidential Candi-
dates” American Political Science Review 1986 [JSTOR].

3. Sullivan, Aldrich, Borgida, and Rahn “Candidate Appraisal and Human Nature: Man
and Superman in the 1984 Election” Political Psychology 1990.

4. Page Ch. 8.

3.3 Voter Information in Presidential Elections (Oct. 21-26)

Voters have the opportunity to consume vast amounts of information during a presidential
campaign. Most choose to ignore most of the information that is presented. These lectures
discuss the process by which voters use information and how that process influences how
candidates present themselves.

1. Popkin The Reasoning Voter Ch. 1-3.
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3.4 Third-Party and Independent Candidates (Oct. 28-Nov. 2)

Independent and third-party presidential candidates occasionally attract a fair amount of
support, yet no third-party candidate has won an American presidential election since 1860.
These lectures examine why, in spite of this, third-party or independent candidate even
bother to run and the effect they can have upon American politics.

1. Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus Third Parties in America Ch. 1-2, 5-7.

2. Abramson, Aldrich, Paolino, and Rohde “Challenges to the American Two-Party Sys-
tem: Evidence from the 1968, 1980, 1992, and 1996 Presidential Elections” Political
Research Quarterly 2000 [JSTOR].

4 Participation in Presidential Elections (Nov. 4-9)

Presidential elections are decided by the people who turn out to vote. But it is very clear
that, at best, a slight majority of eligible voters cast ballots in presidential elections. These
lectures discusses why some people are more likely to vote than others and the effect of
abstention on the outcomes of presidential elections.

1. Abramson and Aldrich. 1982. “The Decline of Electoral Participation in America”
American Political Science Review (1982) 76:502-21. [JSTOR]

2. Aldrich. 1993. “Rational Choice and Turnout” American Journal of Political Science
37:246-290. [JSTOR]

3. Highton. 1997. “Easy Registration and Voter Turnout” Journal of Politics 59:565-
575. [JSTOR]

4. Abramson, Aldrich, and Rohde Ch. 4.

5 Presidential Primaries

5.1 Party Reform and the Primaries (Nov. 11-16)

The manner in which each party’s presidential candidates are chosen is terribly important
for which types of candidates can even compete in the general election. These lectures
describe the development of the presidential nomination process from the early days of
parties up to the current day.

1. Polsby Consequences of Party Reform Ch. 1.

5.2 Candidate Behavior and the Primaries (Nov. 16-23)

These lectures describe how the unique American process for nominating presidential can-
didates influences how they navigate the primary period in terms of their receipt and allo-
cation of resources and the subsequent effect upon the outcome of the nomination race.

4



1. Mayer The Making of the Presidential Candidates 2008 Ch. 1, 4, 5, 6, & 7

2. Abramson, Aldrich, and Rohde Ch. 1.

6 The Media in Presidential Politics (Nov. 30-Dec. 2)

These lectures examine the role of the news media in the presidential election process and
how journalists’ incentives for covering the news can influence election outcomes.

1. Patterson Out of Order Ch. 2-4.

=⇒ No class for Thanksgiving (Nov. 25)

7 Presidential Elections and the Efficacy of Democracy (Dec. 7-9)

1. Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and McPhee Voting Ch. 14.

• Note, there will be no paper required this week.

→ Final exam (see Registrar’s web-site for time)
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