FOR INSTRUCTORS ONLY

Additional writing assignments


[bookmark: _GoBack]As was mentioned in the “About” guide, I have reduced the number of Short Essays in the course (in favor of more “Case Study” entries).  Instructors looking for additional Short Essay prompts could consider the following:

Elazar and Political Culture Unit: In a page, identify and describe Elazar’s three “ideal types” of political cultures.  Explain why he says that most places in the United States do not fit one type exclusively.  

State Constitutions Unit: In a Short Essay, answer each of the following questions: (a) What’s the fundamental difference between Constitutions and statutes (laws)?  Why are both necessary?; (b) Why do you think that southern and midwestern states tend to have much longer state constitutions than do northeastern states?  Give at least two reasons as to why you think this is.  

Elections Unit: Reflect on the following question: What are the advantages and disadvantages of having local and state governments set their own rules and procedures for elections?  Be sure to identify arguments on both sides of the issue.  

Elections (or Legislatures) Unit, depending on how much emphasis you put on Gerrymandering: Should the Supreme Court get more involved in cases where gerrymandering was done not for racial reasons, but for partisan advantage only? Also, explain and describe the “Three C’s”.  Identify which are absolutely necessary, according to the Supreme Court.

Parties Unit: Explain the process by which political parties are organized in the United States.  Detail the general order in which local, state, and national party officials are selected.  How does this order of selection affect the relationship between the party officials at the various levels?  How does this process affect the “discipline” that party leaders can exert over the politicians elected under their 
party labels?

Courts Unit: Explain the three-tier organizational structure of most states’ courts.  What role does each level play in the overall legal system?

Local Governments Unit: Identify and explain each of the three types of charter systems used in most cities in the United States.  Explain the relative advantages and disadvantages of each.  

Taxes and Budgets Unit:  Explain the principles of “regressive” and “progressive” taxation.  Why do some people say that “regressive” taxation is a fairer method of collecting public revenues?  Why do some people say that “progressive” taxation is fairer?  Be sure to look at both sides of the issue.

Bureaucracy Unit: Identify and describe Max Weber’s three characteristics of bureaucratic organization.   

Longer Assignments

In previous versions of this course, I have also had students do a “Local Governments” report, as well as a “Statute/Policy Comparison Paper”.   I haven’t used either in several years, but you’re free to adapt and borrow from either as you wish.


Local Government Paper (two options)

As indicated in the syllabus, you are to write a paper on local government.  This paper will be approximately two pages long, and will follow one of two formats.

Your first option is to attend a local government meeting during the semester (please, don’t try and regurgitate what is written in the local newspaper and pass it off as if you were there: if I catch you doing this, you will receive a zero on the paper and will be referred to the Dean of Students and/or Academic Affairs for disciplinary action for cheating).  A local government could be a city council, a school board, a county commission, or a township board.  If a local government in your area broadcasts its meetings on a local cable access channel, then you can watch that entire broadcast as a substitute for attending that meeting.  

I don’t want a blow-by-blow account of the meeting (ex: “First, the School Board President led us in the Pledge of Allegiance, then the Business Manager read the Financial Report, and then the Superintendent read three thank you letters from the PTA, etc.”)  Focus on the top two or three issues that the board or council dealt with, and explain why they were important.  You can relate testimony or comments given by residents and other interested parties about those issues to reflect the input that the board members or commissioners had to deal with in order to make a decision.

Your second option would be to interview a school board member, a city councilman, a county commissioner, or a township officer.  Feel free to ask these questions in your own way (and add additional questions if you want), but you should definitely focus on five issues:
1) What do you like about serving on the board/council/commission?
2) What don’t you like about it?
3) What motivated you to run for this board or council in the first place?
4) What are the three most important issues the board/council/ commission faces in the next few years?
5) How do the actions of the state and/or federal governments affect your board/council/commission?
Statute/Policy Comparison Paper

Your task is to research your home state’s laws (for most of you, this would be North Dakota or Minnesota) specific to a particular subject (e.g. child care licensing, stadium financing, Internet privacy, contractor bonding requirements, child endangerment, etc), and then compare those with the laws of your selected state.  The most important element of the paper is to compare the two laws, and explain how they differ, and how they are similar.  Some additional questions to consider:

· Is state law on this particular issue fairly stable, or does the law change quite frequently?  
· What are some of the associations, lobbying groups, and/or interest groups which have been involved in this issue over the years?
· If enforcement is in the hands of local authorities (child endangerment is a good example where this is the case), how much leeway is given to those local officials?
· If the laws all look very similar, one of the interest groups might have a national model bill, which various states have then adopted, or the National Conference of Commissioners on Uniform State Laws [NCCUSL], the Council on State Governments [CSG] or National Conference of State Legislators [NCSL] might have put out a national model bill.

You should cite sources in some identifiable and consistent way (in other words, if you use footnotes on page one, please don’t switch to parenthetical citations on pages two and three.  Sources might be books, magazines, internet sites, and written materials.  You could also interview committee administrators, lobbyists, local government officials who administer these laws (if applicable), or legislators who are experts on the issue in order to pick up some additional background.  Also, consider talking to your other instructors who might have an expertise in your topic, or even local business owners or community leaders who have been involved with the issue in the past. 

I don’t care if you use footnotes or endnotes, or which documentation style you use (MLA, Chicago Manual of Style, APA, APSA, etc.), as long as you are consistent throughout.  

