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PSCI 8370: Topics in Political Science – The American Presidency 
Mondays, 2:10pm – 4:40pm, Commons Center 349 (Spring 2019) 

 
 
Sharece Thrower 
Assistant Professor 
Department of Political Science 
325 Commons Center 
sharece.d.thrower@vanderbilt.edu 
 
Office Hours: 
Wednesdays, 2pm – 3:30pm and Fridays, 10:30am – noon or by appointment 
 
Course Description:  
The purpose of this course is to offer students an overview of literature in the study of the 
American presidency. A primary goal is to cultivate an understanding of the important 
classical and contemporary works of the American Presidency and to teach students how 
to critically analyze the theory, methodology, and contributions of advanced readings. 
Based on this understanding of the presidency literature, a secondary goal of this course 
is for students to be able to identify important theoretical research questions (or empirical 
puzzles) not yet addressed in this field and to produce their own research design. In doing 
so, this course aims to build upon students’ existing skills for conducting scholarly 
research that can be applied to many topics in politics science, beyond just the American 
Presidency.  
 
Required Books:  
Beckmann, Matthew. 2010. Pushing the Agenda. Cambridge University Press. 
Canes-Wrone, Brandice. 2006. Who Leads Whom? Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
Cameron, Charles. 2000. Veto Bargaining. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Cohen, Jeffrey E. 2012. The President’s Legislative Policy Agenda. Cambridge:  

Cambridge University Press. 
Epstein, David and Sharyn O’Halloran. 1999. Delegating Powers. Cambridge:  

Cambridge University Press. 
Howell, William. 2003. Power without Persuasion. Princeton University Press. 
Howell, William G., Saul P. Jackman, and Jon C. Rogowski. 2013. The Wartime  

President. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
Kriner, Douglas L. and Eric Schickler. 2016. Investigating the President: Congressional  

Checks on Presidential Power. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
Lewis, David E. 2003. Presidents and the Politics of Agency Design. Stanford: Stanford  

University Press. 
Lewis, David E. 2008. The Politics of Presidential Appointments. Princeton: Princeton  

University Press. 
Neustadt, Richard E. 1960. Presidential Power and the Modern Presidents. New York:  

The Free Press. 
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Grades1: 
Class participation: 10% 
Leading class discussion: 10%  
Bolton-Thrower book chapter critical response paper: 10% 
Journal review of working paper: 10% 
Research design: 50% 
Presentation of research design: 10% 
 
Class Participation 
This is primarily a discussion-based course. As such, students are required to actively 
participate in every class discussion. This requires students to read each assigned article 
and book, think about questions and comments ahead of time, and come to class prepared 
for discussion. Students should think about the big questions of the readings, the theory, 
methodological approaches, the implications for the real world and the larger literature, 
the strengths and weaknesses, avenues for future research, and how the readings connect 
to one another. 
 
Leading Class Discussion 
Each student is required to lead 1 class session over the course of the semester. Students 
are expected to facilitate discussion and are permitted to format the class in any manner 
they choose. The student leader should email out discussion questions to the class ahead 
of time, by Monday at 9am. See the description under “Class Participation” for guidance 
on what aspects students should focus on when preparing to lead discussion. Students 
should email me by January 16th to select the week/topic for which they would like to 
lead discussion. Topics will be given out on a first come, first serve basis.  
 
Bolton-Thrower Book Chapter Critical Response Paper 
Each student is required to write a critical response paper on one of the chapters to my 
book manuscript with Alex Bolton, entitled Legislative Capacity, Executive Power, and 
the Dynamics of Separation of Powers Politics. In these response papers, students should 
summarize their assigned chapter, analyze the arguments and execution, discuss its 
strengths and weaknesses, as well as offer critical assessments, areas for improvement, 
and ways future research can build upon the arguments and empirical tests in the chapter. 
Students will be graded on the thoughtfulness of their arguments and clarity of their 
writing. Papers should be 3-5 pages, double-spaced, 12 point font, and include proper 
citations (if applicable).  
 
Students should select one of the following chapters for their response papers:  

2. “Legislative Capacity, Executive Power, and Separation of Powers Politics” (i.e. 
theory) 

3. “Development of Congressional Capacity” (i.e. historical background) - George 
Krause 

4. “Capacity and Discretion” 
5. “Capacity and Oversight”  
6. “Executive Policymaking in the Federal Government”  

																																																								
1 All written assignments should be uploaded to BrightSpace.  
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7. “Executive Policymaking in the US States”  
 
Students should reference the prospectus of the book (posted on Brightspace) to read 
summaries of each chapter when selecting their chapter. It might also be helpful to 
reference the prospectus and other chapters of the book (e.g. the introduction) for a richer 
context of the overall argument of the book. Students should email me by January 14th 
with their chapter selection. Chapters will be given out on a first come, first serve basis. 
Response papers are due by January 24th.  
 
All students are invited to attend the Bolton and Thrower book conference on January 
25-26th, including the dinner on the night of the 25th. This is by no means required for 
this class, but could be a useful opportunity to network with prominent American 
institutions scholars (and hopefully future employers!) and show off your insightful 
comments about the book chapter you have already analyzed. If you would like to attend, 
please RSVP as soon as possible if you have not done so already.  
 
 
Journal Review of Working Paper 
Students will choose a working paper of interest to them that is related to the study of the 
American Presidency and then review the paper as they would for a journal. Reviews 
should address the contributions that the paper seeks to make as well as any flaws that 
prevent it from making those contributions. Reviews should also provide constructive 
suggestions that would help to improve the paper. For further guidance, all students 
should read Miller et al (2013), “How to be a Peer Reviewer: A Guide for Recent and 
Soon-to-be-PhDs” (posted on BrightSpace).  
 
Students should get in touch with me to talk about a paper that might be appropriate to 
review. Students may turn in this paper any time during the semester, but by no later than 
April 22nd. However, I recommend that students submit this assignment early on in the 
semester, to allow for more time to work on their research designs. This journal review 
should be 3-4 pages, double-spaced, 12 pt. font.  
 
Research Design 
The final paper in this class is meant to help students develop an executable research plan 
that will result in a published paper related to the American Presidency. This research 
plan should be highly specific and could be put into practice in the near-term (12-18 
months). This is an excellent opportunity to develop a clear plan for a dissertation chapter 
or a stand-alone publication. 
 
This research design will be completed in a number of phases throughout the semester, 
each of which will serve as a stand-alone assignment that focuses on a particular aspect 
of writing a research paper. The assignments, due dates, and percentage value of the final 
grade are as follows:  
 

1. Extended literature review (15%) – due February 11th  
2. Theory development paper (10%) – due March 11th  
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3. Overall outline of paper (focused on empirical strategy) (5%) – due April 1st  
4. Rough draft (10%) – due April 19th   
5. Final draft (10%) – due May 2nd  

 
Phase 1 – Extended Literature Review 
The first step to writing a research paper is to identify a topic or puzzle in the study of the 
American presidency that is interesting. To do this, students will be asked to write an 
extended literature review. Here, students must select one seminal work of the American 
presidency and describe the subsequent literature and research question that it has 
produced. This extended literature review should analyze how this literature ties together 
as a whole, the different theoretical and empirical approaches these studies take in this 
area, how each study moves the field forward, and the questions left unanswered by the 
individual studies and the topic as a whole. Students should pay special attention to this 
last point, in order to identify possible research questions that could be answered in this 
area. This paper should be 6-9 pages, double-spaced, 12pt font, and include a 
bibliography. Students should discuss their topics with me by February 1st. This 
assignment is due by February 11th.  
 
Phase 2 – Theory Development Paper 
From the extended literature, students should have identified a number of important 
questions within a certain topic related to the American presidency. Students should 
select one of these questions to center upon in their research design. The purpose of the 
theory development paper is for students to carefully hone their question and develop a 
theory focused on providing a clear explanation.  
 
This theory does not have to be formalized. But if you do plan to have a formal model (or 
the paper is solely theoretical), then a toy model of the phenomenon you are studying 
would be appropriate and expected. In any case, your theory should clearly lay out the 
assumptions and logic of your argument. The empirical hypotheses or comparative statics 
should be clearly articulated. You should also link your argument to those made in the 
extant literature. Upon what work are you drawing? With what work does your theory 
comport and with what work does it disagree? What is the marginal contribution of your 
argument to the literature? 
 
Students should discuss their research question with me by March 1st. Theory 
development papers should be 4-6 pages, double-spaced, 12 pt. font, and include a 
bibliography. This assignment is due by March 11th.  
 
Phase 3 – Outline of the Research Design 
Next, students will be required to submit an outline of their research design that should 
serve as a guide to writing their first drafts. The outline should be divided according to 
each section of the paper, with bullet points articulating the plans for each section. An 
introduction should present the puzzle, the research question, and its contribution to the 
literature. One or multiple sections can be devoted to presenting background information 
on the topic and related literature. The theory section should reflect planned changes to 
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the theoretical argument and hypotheses based on the feedback received from the theory 
development paper.  
 
The most attention should be given to the methodological strategy the student plans to 
employ for testing their theoretical hypotheses (which can be articulated in one or 
multiple sections with bullet point). Students should be equally clear about the data and 
empirical analyses they plan to carry out (if applicable). In particular, students should 
identify the exact data sources they will use to collect all variables, whether they are the 
key independent variables or controls, and (if applicable) how you will collect them. 
Then, students should clearly identify an identification strategy and the models that they 
will use to test your empirical hypotheses. Students should also specify potential threats 
to inference, as well as the robustness checks that they will carry out in order to attempt 
to mitigate these threats. If you plan to do a qualitative paper, the same types of standards 
will apply. What cases will you examine? What primary or secondary sources are 
available to you? Where is the data you need located?  

No matter what type of paper you write or methods you use, you should conclude the 
research design by talking about the generalizability of your argument and your 
(expected) results. What are the broader implications of your argument and results for 
how we think about presidential politics? What can’t they tell us? Think of this as the 
starting point of the “discussion” section of your eventual paper. A discussion and/or 
conclusion section should also address other possible research questions that could be 
used in future studies related to your work in this paper.  

Outlines do not have to have all of this issues solved, but need to have a plan forward in 
addressing them. The written out research designs should address these issues in detail, 
including a plan for data collection, model specifications, measurement, etc. This 
assignment is due by April 1st.  
 
Phase 4 – Rough Draft 
Building off of the work completed from these previous steps, students should submit a 
rough draft of their research designs (20-25 pages, double-spaced, 12 pt. font, 
bibliography) by April 19th.  
 
Phase 5 – Final Draft 
The final draft of the research design is due May 2nd. Papers will be graded based on the 
quality of the research idea, thoroughness of the design, clarity of writing, and how well 
students incorporated feedback provided to them from their rough drafts.  
 
 
Presentation of Research Design 
Each student will be required to give an oral presentation of their research designs on 
April 22nd. The presentations should be 10-15 minutes, followed by a 10 minute Q&A 
session. Presenters will be graded on the content and style of their presentation as well as 
how they are able to answer questions. Non-presenting students will be evaluated by the 
questions they ask as a part of their participation grade. 
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Policy on Late Submissions 
I do not accept late papers. I do not give any extensions. If there is an extreme 
circumstance, please contact me before the assignment is due. I may ask for official 
documentation. 
 
Students with Disabilities 
If you have a disability requiring an accommodation, please contact both me and 
Disability Services Program (DSP) as soon as possible: Baker Building, Suite 108 and 
(615) 322-4705. The DSP will verify your disability and determine reasonable 
accommodations for this course. 
 
Academic Integrity 
All students are expected to adhere to the standards of academic honesty under 
Vanderbilt University’s Honor Code. Any student engaged in cheating, plagiarism, or 
other acts of academic dishonesty would be subject to disciplinary action. Any student 
suspected of violating this obligation for any reason during the semester will be required 
to participate in the procedural process, as outlined in the Student Handbook 
(http://www.vanderbilt.edu/student_handbook/the-honor-system/). Penalties may include, 
but are not limited to, failure of the course, suspension, or expulsion.  
 
Course Schedule (Subject to Change): 
 
Week 1: Introduction to the Study of the American Presidency (January 7th)  
 
King, Gary. 1993. “The Methodology of Presidential Research,” pp. 387 – 412, in  

Edwards, Kessel, and Rockman (eds) Researching the Presidency: Vital 
Questions, New Approaches. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press.  

Cameron, Charles. 2000. “Rational Choice and the Presidency,” Chapter 3 in Veto  
Bargaining. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 
 
Week 2: Foundations of Presidential Power (January 14th)  
 
Article II of U.S. Constitution (skim) 
Neustadt, Richard E. 1960. Presidential Power and the Modern Presidents. New York:  

The Free Press. Chapters 1, 2 (skim), 3 – 5.  
Greenstein, Fred I. 2004. The Presidential Difference. Princeton: Princeton University  

Press. Chapter 14.  
Skowronek, Stephen. 1993. The Politics Presidents Make: Leadership from John Adams  

to Bill Clinton. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. Chapters 2 – 3.  
Lewis, David E. and James Michael Strine. “What Time is It? The Use of Power in Four  

Different Types of Presidential Time,” Journal of Politics 58(3): 682 – 706. 
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Week 3: No Class, MLK Day (January 21st) 
 
 
Week 4: Going Public and Opinion Leadership (January 28th)  
 
Kernell, Samuel. 1986. Going Public: New Strategies of Presidential Leadership.  

Washington, D.C.: Congressional Quarterly Press. Chapter 2.  
Cohen, Jeffrey. 2010. Going Local: Presidential Leadership in the Post-Broadcast Age.  

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Chapters 1 – 2.  
Rottinghaus, Brandon. 2010. The Provisional Pulpit: Modern Presidential Leadership of  

Public Opinion. College Station, TX: Texas A&M Press. Chapters 2 – 4. 
Gillion, Daniel Q. 2016. Governing With Words. Cambridge: Cambridge University  

Press. Chapter  4.  
 
 
 
Week 5: Pandering and Responsiveness (February 4th)  
 
Wood, B. Dan. 2009. The Myth of Presidential Representation. Cambridge: Cambridge  

University Press. Chapters 2 – 4. 
Canes-Wrone, Brandice. 2006. Who Leads Whom? Chicago: University of Chicago  

Press. Chapters 1-3, 5 and 7.  
 
 
 
Week 6: Veto Bargaining (February 11th)  
 
Cameron, Charles. 2000. Veto Bargaining. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Chapters 1-2, 4, 7.  
McCarty, Nolan. 2009. “Presidential Vetoes in the Early Republic: Changing  

Constitutional Norms or Electoral Reform?” Journal of Politics 71(2): 369 – 384. 
 
 
 
Week 7: The President’s Legislative Agenda and Lobbying (February 18th) 
 
Cohen, Jeffrey E. 2012. The President’s Legislative Policy Agenda. Cambridge:  

Cambridge University Press. Chapters 1, 3-4, 6 (skim), and 7.  
Beckmann, Matthew. 2010. Pushing the Agenda: Presidential Leadership in U.S.  

Lawmaking, 1953 – 2004. Cambridge University Press. Chapters 2, 4-5, and 
coding appendix (skim as reference).  
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Week 8: The Institutionalized Presidency (February 25th) 
 
Moe, Terry M. 1985. “The Politicized Presidency.” The New Directions in American  

Politics. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution. Pp. 235 – 271.  
Lewis, David E. 2003. Presidents and the Politics of Agency Design. Stanford: Stanford  

University Press. Introduction and chapters 1 – 5.  
 
 
Week 9: Spring Break, NO CLASS (March 4th) 
 
 
Week 10: Politicization (March 11th)  
 
Lewis, David E. 2008. The Politics of Presidential Appointments. Princeton: Princeton  

University Press. Chapters 3 – 5.  
Kinane, Christina. Working Paper. “Control Without Confirmation: The Politics of  

Vacancies in Presidential Appointments.” 
Hollibaugh, Gary E. Jr. and Lawrence Rothenberg. 2018. “The Who, When, and Where  

of Executive Nominations: Integrating Agency Independence and Appointee 
Ideology.” The American Journal of Political Science 62(2): 296 – 311.  

Hollibaugh, Gary E. Jr., Gabe Horton, and David E. Lewis. 2014. “Presidents and  
Patronage.” American Journal of Political Science 58(4): 1024 – 1042. 

 
 
Week 11: Centralization (March 18th) 
 
Rudalevige, Andrew. 2002. Managing the President’s Program. Princeton: Princeton  

University Press. Chapters 2, 4, 5.  
Bolton, Alexander, Rachel Augustine Potter, and Sharece Thrower. 2016.  

“Organizational Capacity, Regulatory Review, and the Limits of Political 
Control.” Journal of Law Economics, and Organization 32(2): 242 – 271.  

Rudalevige, Andrew. 2015. “Executive Branch Management and Presidential  
Unilateralism: Centralization and the Issuance of Executive Orders.” Congress & 
the Presidency 42: 342 – 365.  

 
 
Week 12: Congressional Control Over the Executive Branch (March 25th) 
 
Kriner, Douglas L. and Eric Schickler. 2016. Investigating the President: Congressional  

Checks on Presidential Power. Princeton: Princeton University Press. Chapters 1-
3, 5. 

Epstein, David and Sharyn O’Halloran.1999. Delegating Powers. Cambridge: Cambridge  
University Press. Chapters 4 – 6. 

Bolton, Alexander and Sharece Thrower. Forthcoming. “The Constraining Power of the  
Purse: Executive Discretion and Legislative Appropriations.” Journal of Politics. 
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Week 13: Unilateral Policymaking (April 1st) 
 
Howell, William. 2003. Power without Persuasion. Princeton: Princeton University  

Press. Chapters 1, 2, 4.  
Bolton, Alexander and Sharece Thrower. Manuscript. "Executive Policymaking in the  

Federal Government." Legislative Capacity, Executive Power, and the Dynamics 
of Separation of Powers Politics. 

Chiou, Fang-Yi and Lawrence Rothenberg. 2014. “The Elusive Search for Presidential  
Power.” The American Journal of Political Science 58(3): 653 – 668. 

Reeves, Andrew and Jon C. Rogowski. 2015. “Unilateral Powers, Public Opinion, and  
the Presidency.” The Journal of Politics 78(1): 137 – 151. 

 
 
Week 14: The President and the Courts (April 8th)  
 
Howell, William. 2003. Power without Persuasion. Princeton: Princeton University  

Press. Chapter 6.  
Thrower, Sharece. 2017. “The President, the Court, and Policy Implementation.”  

Presidential Studies Quarterly 45(3): 517 – 538.  
Christenson, Dino P. and Kriner, Douglas L. 2017. “The Specter of Supreme Court  

Criticism: Public Opinion and Unilateral Action.” Presidential Studies Quarterly 
47(3): 471 – 494.  

Moraski, Byron J. and Charles R. Shipan. 1999. “The Politics of Supreme Court  
Nominations: A Theory of Institutional Constraints,” American Journal of 
Political Science 43(4):  1069 – 1095. 

Cameron, Charles and Jee-Kwang Park. 2011. “Going Public When Opinion is  
Contested: Evidence from Presidents’ Campaigns for Supreme Court Nominees, 
1930 – 2009.” Presidential Studies Quarterly 41(3): 442 – 470. 
 

 
Week 15: NO CLASS (April 15th)  
 
 
Week 16: Research Presentations (April 22nd)  


