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Legislative Process and Behavior 
Baylor University 

Political Science (PSC) 3310 
Fall 2020 

 
 
Instructor Information 
Dr. Patrick Flavin 
Email: Patrick_J_Flavin@baylor.edu  
Virtual office hours: Tuesdays 1:00-5:00 PM (please email me to set up a Zoom appointment, we 

can also find another day/time to meet if you aren’t able to meet then) 
 
 
Course Description and Goals 
The American Congress is responsible for representing “we the people,” but recent public 
opinion polls report that most Americans don’t much care for Congress. To understand why, in 
this class you will become an expert on everything Congress including: its Constitutional origins 
and historical evolution, congressional campaigns and elections, what motivates our 
Representatives and Senators and how they spend their time in office, the rules and procedures 
that dictate how the House and Senate operate on a day-to-day basis, the process by which public 
policies that affect all of us are created, the importance of political parties in Congress and their 
role in intensifying political polarization, how Congress interacts (and competes) with the 
executive and judicial branches for political influence, the relationship between our elected 
officials and lobbyists/interest groups, how Congress compares to the 50 state legislatures and 
legislatures in other countries around the world, and how political science research can help us to 
better understand Congress. Along the way, we will pay special attention to two main themes: 
(1) the important role that congressional campaigns and the desire to get reelected have in 
shaping the behavior of our Representatives and Senators and (2) identifying and analyzing 
electoral and institutional reforms that might help make Congress a more efficient and effective 
servant of the American people. In short, this class will provide you with the tools necessary to 
critically evaluate both the positives and negatives of our federal legislative branch and come to 
your own conclusions about how well (or poorly) Congress serves you.  
 
 
As with any endeavor in life, it is important to set goals at the outset so we can evaluate our 
performance when we finish. So, after taking this course, you should be able to: 

• Explain the Constitutional foundations of Congress and how it has evolved over time 
• Analyze strategies used in congressional campaigns and assess the influence that 

elections have on the behavior of Representatives and Senators while in office  
• Demonstrate a detailed understanding of the organizational structure and the rules and 

procedures that guide the policymaking process in the House and the Senate  
• Identify and evaluate possible electoral and institutional reforms that would help 

Congress to function more efficiently and effectively     

mailto:Patrick_J_Flavin@baylor.edu
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Readings 
There is one textbook you will need to acquire for this course. It is available at the Baylor 
Bookstore or can be purchased online. Make sure you purchase the correct edition! 
 

Steven S. Smith, Jason M. Roberts, and Ryan J. Vander Wielen. 2020. The American 
Congress (10th Edition). Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield. ISBN: 9781538125830. 

 
In addition, there are reading assignments posted on our class Canvas page. To access them, go 
to the Modules tab on the left. I will also post detailed assignment directions, exam study guides, 
and other important class documents in this tab so you can access them at your convenience. 
 
 
Course Requirements 
Viewing all online lectures and contributing to the class discussion board on Canvas are a 
necessary, but not sufficient, part of being an active participant in the learning process. It is also 
crucial that you read the assigned material for each class completely and carefully. This course 
does not have hundreds of pages of reading per week. However, it does require very thorough 
attention to the reading that is assigned. Doing the assigned reading before each class session 
will provide important background information and greatly enhance what you learn and 
ultimately take away from this course. In addition, there will be questions on the exams that are 
taken directly from the readings. So, do the reading. All of it. Every time. If you don’t, your 
grade for this class will suffer. 
 
Your final grade for this class is made up of six components. The breakdown of the course 
requirements as a percentage of your final grade is as follows: 
 
100 points (20%)   Exam #1 
100 points (20%)   Exam #2 
125 points (25%)   Cumulative Final Exam 
75 points (15%)   Fixing Congress Paper 
75 points (15%)   Congressional Election Analysis Paper 
25 points (5%)    5 Congressional Hearing Discussion Board Posts (5 points each) 
500 points (100%) 
 
 
Exams 
There are three exams for this course, two during the semester and a cumulative final exam. 
They will draw on material from both online lectures/discussions and the assigned readings and 
will consist of a mixture of true/false, multiple choice, fill in the blank, short answer, and short 
essay questions. I will post a detailed study guide prior to the exam to aid your preparation. 
 
I will email you the exam. You are to download the document, type your answers, and then 
upload your completed exam in the Assignments tab on Canvas by the due date listed. Set aside a 
maximum of two hours to take the exam and while taking it you are to only use your brain (no 
class notes, readings, study aids, etc.). 
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The exams are due (i.e. need to be posted to Canvas) by 11:59 PM on the following dates: 
 
Exam #1: Friday, September 25 (emailed to you Wednesday, September 23) 
Exam #2: Friday, November 6 (emailed to you Wednesday, November 4) 
Cumulative Final Exam: Monday, December 7 (emailed to you Thursday, December 3) 
 
 
Fixing Congress Paper (4-6 pages) 
Drawing on class readings and online lectures, you will write a paper that explains your own 
plan for reforming Congress so it is a more efficient and effective servant for the American 
people. In your paper, you will propose two reforms to Congress and explain why they would be 
helpful, as well as identify one current feature of Congress that you think is working well and 
should stay the same. I will post a more detailed assignment description and grading rubric early 
on in the semester. Your paper is due (i.e. needs to be posted to Canvas) by 11:59 PM on Friday, 
October 23. It will be graded out of a possible 75 points. 
 
 
Congressional Election Analysis Paper (5-7 pages) 
As we will discuss throughout the semester, Representatives and Senators often behave as 
“single-minded seekers of reelection.” This makes sense because in a democratic republic like 
the United States, elections are the decisive link between regular citizens and political elites. To 
better understand how elections function, you will select one race for the House of 
Representatives or Senate this fall and become an expert on it. To explain the race, you have to 
become familiar with it first: Who are the candidates? What issues are they emphasizing in their 
campaigns? Who are they raising campaign funds from? You also have to closely acquaint 
yourself with the voters: What are the demographics of the electorate? What issues are most 
important to them? Finally, you have to consider the factors that might influence the election: 
Did national trends benefit one candidate over the other? Which candidate was more effective 
communicating his/her message to voters? Which campaign was better able to mobilize 
supporters? I will post a more detailed assignment description and grading rubric a few weeks 
into the semester. Your paper is due (i.e. needs to be posted to Canvas) by 11:59 PM on Friday, 
November 20. It will be graded out of a possible 75 points. 
 
 
Congressional Reform Hearings/Discussion Board Posts 
If Congress is “broken,” what can be done to fix it? During the semester, we will virtually hold 
congressional hearings to consider five potential reforms aimed at making Congress more 
efficient and effective. For each of the five hearings, 5-6 students will be assigned to serve as 
expert witnesses and are responsible for posting a 2-3 minute video on our Canvas discussion 
board where they provide arguments for or against the reform. All other students (i.e. our 
congressional committee members) are then encouraged to post any questions they have for our 
expert witnesses as they consider the reform. Finally, each member of the committee will “go on 
the record” and post on the discussion board whether they support or oppose the reform with a 
brief (2-3 sentence) explanation for their position. 
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The timeline for the five weeks where we have a congressional hearing will be: 
• Wednesday: Expert witnesses post their 2-3 minute videos 
• Thursday: Committee members are encouraged to post questions for the witnesses 
• Friday: Committee members post their vote/explanation for or against the reform 

 
The reforms we will consider are: 

1. The U.S. Senate should return to indirect elections, with Senators selected by state 
legislatures instead of directly by voters. 

2. There should be no limit on how much money an individual or group can contribute to a 
congressional candidate’s campaign. 

3. A person should only be able to serve a maximum of two terms as a Representative and 
two terms as a Senator during a lifetime. 

4. For all congressional elections, candidates should not have a party affiliation listed next 
to their name on the ballot. 

5. The filibuster rule in the Senate should be abolished, and all votes should be decided only 
by simple majority rule. 

 
To earn the full 5 points for each of the five hearings, you must fulfill your role as an expert 
witness (posting your short video) or as a committee member (posting your vote and explanation 
to the discussion board). 
 
 
Questions About Graded Assignments 
I am happy to answer any questions about your grade on an assignment. However, you are 
required to wait 24 hours after it is posted on Canvas before contacting me to discuss your grade.  
 
 
Letter Grade Breakdown 
I will use the following metric when calculating your semester letter grade. Please note that there 
will be no “rounding up” for borderline grades. You can view your scores for completed 
assignments at any time during the semester on our class Canvas page. 
 
A 465-500 points  (93-100% of the total points possible) 
A- 450-464 (90-92.8%) 
B+ 435-449  (87-89.8%) 
B 415-434  (83-86.8%)  
B- 400-414 (80-82.8%) 
C+  385-399 (77-79.8%) 
C 365-384 (73-76.8%) 
C- 350-364 (70-72.8%)  
D+ 335-349 (67-69.8%) 
D 315-334 (63-66.8%) 
D- 300-314 (60-62.8%) 
F 299 or less (less than 60%) 
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Late Assignments Policy 
Assignments that are turned in late will still be accepted, but with a penalty. For each part of a 24 
hour period the assignment is late, your grade will be reduced by 10% of the total points 
possible. For example, if submit your paper two hours late, you will incur a 7.5 point deduction 
(10%). If your paper is one day and two hours late, you will incur a 15 point deduction (20%); 
and so on. So, it certainly benefits you to get all assignments turned in on time. 
 
 
Academic Integrity 
Plagiarism, or any form of cheating, involves a breach of student-teacher trust. This means that 
any work submitted under your name is expected to be your own, neither composed by anyone 
else as a whole or in part, nor handed over to another person for complete or partial revision. Be 
sure to document all ideas that are not your own. Instances of plagiarism, or any other act of 
academic dishonesty, will be reported to the Honor Council and may result in failure of the 
course. Not understanding plagiarism is not an excuse. I expect you to be intimately familiar 
with the Baylor Honor Code: https://www.baylor.edu/honorcode/index.php?id=952547.  
 
 
Office of Equity and Title IX 
Baylor University does not tolerate unlawful harassment or discrimination on the basis of sex, 
gender, race, color, disability, national origin, ancestry, age (over 40), citizenship, genetic 
information or the refusal to submit to a genetic test, past, current, or prospective service in the 
uniformed services, or any other characteristic protected under applicable federal, Texas, or local 
law (collectively referred to as Protected Characteristics). 
 
If you or someone you know would like help related to an experience involving: 

1. Sexual or gender-based harassment, sexual assault, sexual exploitation, stalking, intimate 
partner violence, or retaliation for reporting one of these types of prohibited conduct, please 
visit www.baylor.edu/titleix, call 254-710-8454, or email TitleIX_Coordinator@baylor.edu. 
2. Harassment (excluding those issues listed in #1) or adverse action based on Protected 
Characteristics, please visit www.baylor.edu/equity, call 254-710-7100, or email 
Equity@baylor.edu. 

 
 
Accommodations for Students with Disabilities 
Any student who needs academic accommodations related to a documented disability should 
inform me immediately at the beginning of the semester. You are required to obtain appropriate 
documentation and information regarding accommodations from the Office of Access and 
Learning Accommodation (OALA). See www.baylor.edu/oala or email OALA@baylor.edu 
today if you have not done so already. 
 
 
Detailed Reading/Assignment Schedule for the Semester 
Below, I list a detailed schedule for our semester together so you will know exactly what to 
expect. The online lectures will be posted in the Modules tab on Canvas by the morning of the 
date listed. All assignments are due (i.e. you need to submit them in the Assignments tab on 

https://www.baylor.edu/honorcode/index.php?id=952547
http://www.baylor.edu/titleix
mailto:TitleIX_Coordinator@baylor.edu
http://www.baylor.edu/equity
mailto:Equity@baylor.edu
http://www.baylor.edu/oala
mailto:OALA@baylor.edu
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Canvas) by 11:59 PM on the due date listed. For the five weeks with a virtual congressional 
hearing, expert witnesses post their video on Wednesday, committee members can post questions 
for witnesses to answer on Thursday, and then committee members post their vote/explanation 
on Friday.  
 
The assigned reading is listed next to each online lecture topic. The following abbreviations are 
used to indicate where to find the assigned reading for each class session: 

• TAC = The American Congress 
• C = Reading available on our class Canvas page (Modules  Class Readings) 

 
 
 

Day Date Class Topic/Assignment Due Assigned Reading 
Tuesday August 25 Why don’t people like Congress? (1) Carefully read syllabus 

(2) TAC Ch. 1 
Thursday August 27 Creating a legislative branch: 

Congress and the Constitution 
(1) TAC Ch. 2 

(2) Article I of the  
U.S. Constitution 

Tuesday September 1 How has Congress changed  
over time? 

C “The Big Lobotomy” 

Thursday September 3 Finalize congressional  
hearing format/assignments 

 

Tuesday September 8 Congressional campaigns – 
Candidates and strategy 

TAC Ch. 3 

Thursday September 10 Congressional campaigns – 
Advertising and fundraising 

C “Does Money Buy 
Elections?” 

Friday September 11 Congressional Hearing #1 
 

 

Tuesday September 15 Who wins on Election Day? 
(plus Congressional redistricting!) 

(1) C “Why States Still 
Matter” 

(2) C “Are cows better 
represented in the Senate 

than people?” 
Thursday September 17 The many perks of being an 

incumbent in Congress 
TAC Ch. 4 

Friday September 18 Congressional Hearing #2 
 

 

Friday September 25 EXAM #1 
 

Due by 11:59 PM 

Tuesday September 29 Party organization and leadership 
 

TAC Ch. 5 

Thursday October 1  Growing party polarization  
in Congress 

 

(1) C “The Empty Chamber” 
(2) C “Congress Was 
Already Broken. The 

Coronavirus Could Make  
It Worse” 
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Friday October 2 Congressional Hearing #3 
 

 

Tuesday October 6 Congressional committees: What 
do they do? Why have them? 

TAC Ch. 6 

Thursday October 8 The rules of the game in the 
House and Senate 

TAC Ch. 7 
 

Friday October 9 Congressional Hearing #4 
 

 

Tuesday October 13 “Spatial theory” of legislating C “TAC Online Appendix” 
 

Thursday October 15 How bills become laws 
 

Watch Schoolhouse Rock’s 
“I’m Just a Bill” :) 

Friday October 16 Congressional Hearing #5 
 

 

Tuesday October 20 How do legislators represent  
their constituents? 

TAC Ch. 9 
 

Friday October 23 FIXING CONGRESS PAPER 
 

Due by 11:59 PM 

Tuesday October 27 Congress and the President:  
Rivals for power 

TAC Ch. 10 
 

Thursday October 29 Congress and the 
bureaucracy/courts 

TAC Ch. 11 
 

Friday November 6 EXAM #2 
 

 

Tuesday November 10 Congress and  
lobbyists/interest groups 

TAC Ch. 12 
 

Thursday November 12 Passing a federal budget 
(or at least trying to) 

TAC Ch. 8 
 

Tuesday November 17 Comparing Congress to  
the 50 state legislatures 

C “State Legislators’ 
Perceptions of Time  

on the Job” 
Friday November 20 CONGRESSIONAL 

ELECTION ANALYSIS 
PAPER 

Due by 11:59 PM 

Tuesday November 24 Comparing Congress to 
legislatures around the world 

C “This voting reform solves 
2 of America’s biggest 

political problems” 
Thursday November 26 Happy Thanksgiving! 

 
 

Tuesday December 1 Are legislators too scared  
to govern? 

C “Running Scared” 

Monday December 7 CUMULATIVE FINAL EXAM 
 

Due by 11:59 PM 

 


