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State Politics 
PSC 311 

Fall 2019  
Online 
 
Dr. Shannon Jenkins 

 

Office: LARTS – 318 
Office Hours: Monday and Wednesday: 1:00-2:30, Tuesday: 10:00-11:00, & by 

appointment 
Phone: 508.999.8036 
E-mail: sjenkins@umassd.edu 

 
Overview 
State governments play an active and important role in setting public policy in the United 
States.  States are leaders in innovation and hotbeds for reforms and have primary 
responsibility for many policies that directly affect our day to day lives.  This course will 
look at the continually evolving role of states in the U.S. federal system by studying the 
states’ political systems. The general approach to this topic is comparative in nature; that 
is, the focus is on the variation among state governments in an attempt to understand 
why these differences exist and what effect they have on government decision making 
and public policies. 
 
Course Objectives 
After completing this course, students should be able to: 
• Explain the comparative approach and how to apply it to state politics. 
• Describe how state constitutions shape state institutions, processes and policies. 
• Articulate the nature of relationship of state governments to national and local 

governments along with role of local governments in state political systems. 
• Explain how political cultures, participation rates, public opinion, and electoral rules 

vary across the states. 
• Describe the role of the political parties and interest groups in the states. 
• Summarize how the powers and performance of state legislatures, governors and 

state courts differ across the states and how this impacts state political outputs. 
• Explain how all of the above factors impact the policies produced in the states. 
• Summarize information concisely and accurately. 
• Locate, summarize, synthesize, and analyze material from a variety of sources. 
• Articulate and defend a position on various issues in contemporary U.S. state politics 

using evidence and reasoning. 
 
Required Texts: 
Smith, Kevin B, and Alan Greenblatt. 2015. Governing States and Localities, 7th edition. 

Washington, DC: CQ Press. ISBN: 9781544325422. 
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Online readings (available in the course site) as assigned in the syllabus. 
 
Course Requirements: 
The final course grade will be based on 1000 points, allocated as follows: 

Examinations (2 exams at 125 points each = 250 points)  
There will be two examinations, consisting of essay questions; each exam will cover 
approximately half of the class.  Responses to exam questions will be due approximately 
two weeks after they are available on the course site; see schedule below for due dates. 
 

Papers (2 papers at various points each = 245 points) 
At the beginning of the semester, you will be required to choose a state; you will be 
expected to follow on-going political developments as well as do research about the 
politics of this state over the course of the semester.  The end goal is for you to become 
an expert about the politics in a particular state.   In order to ensure that you are keeping 
up with this task, you will be required to write 2 papers.  The first paper will be about 
specific elements of the state’s politics and will be worth 120 points; the second paper 
will require you to write a recommendation for policy change in that state and will be 
worth 125 points.  More detailed information on these papers is available on the course 
website. 
 

Chapter Summaries (13 at 25 points each = 325 points)  
On the date each chapter from the main text is due (see schedule below), you are 
required to submit a brief summary of the chapter.  The summary should be no more 
than two pages.  Summaries should mirror the main headings listed in each chapter and 
list the key points included under each heading.  The purpose of the chapter summaries 
is to ensure you are reading and thinking about the chapters. A sample chapter 
summary (which summarizes the first chapter of an earlier version of textbook) is 
available on myCourses.  Due dates for the summaries are listed on the syllabus. Please 
note that there are 15 summaries (Chapters 2-16) listed in the syllabus, but only 13 of 
these summaries will count toward your final grade.  This means you will be able to drop 
your two lowest summary grades. 
 

Class Discussion Exercises (9 at 20 points each = 180 points total)  
Over the course of the semester, there will nine class discussion exercises.  These 
discussion exercises will require you to do some research about your state and then 
post responses to the questions in the discussion prompt.  These questions will ask you 
to apply things you have learned about in the readings to the state you are following.  
In addition to your post responding to the questions, you are required to post at least 
two responses on the discussion boards.  These responses can include both responses 
to your peers’ answers and responses to questions raised by your peers on your 
answers. Initial posts to the prompts are due on the date indicated in the syllabus; you 
will have one week from this due date to post your responses.  See the course site for 
more information on expectations for posts on discussion boards. 
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Final grades will be determined as follows: 

Letter 
Grade 

Final Point 
Total 

Percent Letter 
Grade 

Final Point 
Total 

Percent 

A 925-1000 93-100 C 725-764 73-76 
A- 895-924 90-92 C- 695-724 70-72 
B+ 865-894 87-89 D+ 665-694 67-69 
B 825-864 83-86 D 625-664 63-66 
B- 795-824 80-82 D- 595-624 60-62 
C+ 765-794 77-79 E <595 <60 

 
Ground Rules: 
Late and Incomplete Work 

Late exams and papers will incur a 20 point late penalty; late final exams will not be 
accepted as I must turn around grades fairly quickly after the exam deadline.  Late class 
discussion/exercises will incur a 5 point late penalty; late chapter summaries will incur 
a 10 point late penalty (remember that you can drop your two lowest chapter summary 
grades).  No late assignments will be accepted after the last day of class (12/12).   
 
Incompletes will only be given in exceptional circumstances.  A request for an 
incomplete must be made prior to the last day of classes (12/12).  You must be passing 
at the time of the request or sufficiently close to passing that the completion of the 
work after the semester will likely lead to a passing grade.  Please note that being busy 
or forgetting to complete your assignments are not valid excuses for requesting an 
incomplete. 
 
 

Reaching Me 
If you need to contact me, please email me at: sjenkins@umassd.edu.  I will do my best 
to respond within 24 hours during the work week and by the next working day on the 
weekend. 
 
I would also be happy to talk to you on the phone (1.508.999.8036) if you’d like.  You 
can call me during my office hours or email me to schedule a phone appointment.  If I 
do not answer, voice mail is not the optimal way to contact me.  There will be times this 
semester when I will be away from campus, so I may not check my voice mail for a while, 
but I almost always have access to email.  So if you cannot reach me by phone, I 
recommend sending an email. 
 
I have office hours on Monday from 12-2, Tuesday 11-12, and Wednesday from 1-2 this 
semester.  During these office hours, I will be happy to chat with you in my online office 
(link available in the course site).  I know these office hours won't work for everyone, 
but if you are available, they will be a chance to chat with me virtually.  If you check in 
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to the course site and don’t see me in my online office hours, send me an email or call.  
It most likely means I forgot to check in, but I will be available during those times. 
 
Finally, if you live nearby, you are always welcome to visit me during my office hours or 
schedule a face to face. 
 

Academic Integrity Policy 
Academic dishonesty will not be tolerated.  In an on-line class, you will be allowed to 
use your books and readings as a reference.  However, any time you quote from a book 
or readings in your work for this class, you MUST indicate this in your work.  
Furthermore, if you use information from an outside source, you MUST indicate this in 
your work as well.  Failure to indicate that you have quoted or used information from 
any source constitutes academic dishonesty.  Students who engage in academic 
dishonesty will fail the course; under NO circumstances will there be any exceptions to 
this policy.  If you have any doubts or questions about whether some action constitutes 
academic dishonesty, simply ask me; I am happy to help.  Please familiarize yourself 
with the UMD policy on Academic Integrity in the Student Handbook: 
 
http://www.umassd.edu/studentaffairs/studenthandbookintroduction/academicreg
ulationsandprocedures/ 
 
As a condition of continued enrollment in this course, you agree to allow any of your 
course work to be submitted to SafeAssign services for textual comparison or 
originality review for the detection of possible plagiarism. All submitted assignments 
will be included in the UMass Dartmouth dedicated databases of assignments at 
SafeAssign. These databases of assignments will be used solely for the purpose of 
detecting possible plagiarism during the grading process during this term and in the 
future. 
 
Unless otherwise specified, you may NOT collaborate with your fellow students on 
assignments. Collaboration will be treated as academic misconduct on the part of ALL 
students involved and will result in a failing grade for the course and referral of the 
case to the University for possible judicial action. 

 
Course Civility 

Students are also expected to treat each other civilly and to respect others’ opinions 
and learning experience.  Remember that the discussion of politics and policy often 
involves conversations about issues that touch on deeply held values.  Just because 
someone disagrees with you does not make him or her a bad person; it simply means 
they feel differently about this issue.  Treat others the way you would want to be 
treated yourself—with respect and courtesy.   
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Students with Disabilities 
In accordance with University policy, if you have a documented disability and require 
accommodations to obtain equal access in this course, please contact me at the 
beginning of the semester and provide the appropriate paperwork from the Center for 
Access and Success (CAS).  The necessary paperwork is obtained when you bring 
provide documentation to the CAS; you can contact CAS via phone 508.999.8711 or in 
person in Pine Dale Hall 713. 
 

Additional Policies 
Please see here for additional information on policies related to workload, 
withdrawals, tutoring, and more: 
  
https://www.umassd.edu/media/umassdartmouth/provost/Omnibus-Language-for-
Syllabi.docx 

 
Finally, I reserve the right to make changes to the course schedule as is necessary. 

 
 

Course Schedule: 
Because this course does not meet in person, your success in this class depends almost 
entirely on you completing all the required readings and assignments by the dates 
indicated on the course syllabus.  These readings are essential to fostering your 
understanding of the subject matter.  I expect you to read each of the readings listed 
for each section and draw on these readings for your class discussion exercises.  
Therefore, I strongly suggest that you take the time to keep up with this reading load 
as it will be difficult to catch up should you fall behind.  Commit to setting aside a period 
each week for reading your course materials and you will do fine. 

 
For all items listed as assignments, the due date is at midnight EST of the date 
indicated.  Generally speaking, there is something due in this class every Tuesday and 
Thursday.  Papers and exams have various deadlines over the course of the semester, 
so be sure to read the syllabus carefully and plan accordingly. 

 
 
 

Date Topic Readings Assignment 
Section 1: The Political Environment of the States 

9/5 Comparative 
Approach 

Chapter 1 
 

State 
Preferences 

9/10 Federalism Chapter 2 Chapter 2 
Summary 
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Date Topic Readings Assignment 
9/12 State 

Constitutions 
Chapter 3 Chapter 3 

Summary 

9/17 Finance Chapter 4 Chapter 4 
Summary 

9/19 The Political 
Environment in 
the States 

Internet Reading: Political Culture in the 
States 

Discussion 
Exercise 1 

Section 2: Political Participation in the States 

9/24 Political Attitudes 
and Participation 

Chapter 5 Chapter 5 
Summary 

9/26 Political Attitudes 
and Participation 

Internet Reading: State Election Regulations  Discussion 
Exercise 2 

10/1 Political Parties Chapter 6 Chapter 6 
Summary 

10/3 Interest Groups Internet Readings: Groups and Money in 
State Elections 

Discussion 
Exercise 3 

Section 3: State Political Institutions  

10/8 Legislatures Chapter 7 Chapter 7 
Summary 

10/10 Legislatures Internet Reading: Legislative Diversity Discussion 
Exercise 4 

10/15 Governors and 
Executives 

Chapter 8 Chapter 8 
Summary 

10/20 Midterm Exam Due 

10/22 Courts Chapter 9 Chapter  9 
Summary  

10/24 Courts Internet Reading: Judicial Elections  Discussion 
Exercise 5 

10/29 Bureaucracy Chapter 10 Chapter 10 
Summary 

10/31 Local Government Chapter 11 Chapter  11 
Summary 

11/5 Metropolitics Chapter 12 Chapter 12 
Summary 

11/10 Paper 1 Due 
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Date Topic Readings Assignment 
Section 4: State Public Policy  

11/12 Education Chapter 13 Chapter 13 
Summary 

11/14 Education Internet Reading: School Money Discussion 
Exercise 6 

11/19 Crime and 
Punishment 

Chapter 14 Chapter 14 
Summary 

11/21 Crime and 
Punishment 

Internet Reading: Justice Reinvestment Discussion 
Exercise 7 

11/26 Environment Chapter 16 Chapter 16 
Summary 

11/28  Thanksgiving Break  

12/3 Health and 
Welfare 

Chapter 15 Chapter 15 
Summary 

12/5 Health and 
Welfare 

Internet Reading: State Abortion Regulations  Discussion 
Exercise 8 

12/9 Conclusion Internet Reading: The Future of Federalism Discussion 
Exercise 9 

12/11 Paper 2 Due 

12/16 Final Exam Due 
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