
PSCI 3894: Campaigns & Elections

Department of Political Science
Vanderbilt University

Fall 2018

Instructor : Sheahan Virgin (pronounced: Shay-EN)
Email : sheahan.g.virgin@vanderbilt.edu
Office location: Commons 301
Office hours: M 1:00–2:30, or by appointment

Class hours: T 4:10–6:40
Class location: Commons 335

Overview & objectives
This course provides an introduction to the academic study of U.S. campaigns and elections, paired
with an immersive, hands-on campaign internship experience. (Accordingly, to enroll, you must provide
the Director of Undergraduate Studies, Dr. Carrie Russell, with proof that you have been offered an in-
ternship position.) Meeting weekly as a group, you and your peers will discuss—under the guidance of
the instructor—your individual internships, the happenings of the 2018 midterms, and (importantly!)
the content of assigned readings—drawing connections between the three, where appropriate.

Substantively, the course subdivides into two units: the first, on elections, will cover democratic the-
ory, electoral rules and reform, administration and the ‘voting wars’ (i.e., fraud and suppression), the
two-party system, and gerrymandering; the second unit, on campaigns, will cover voter behavior and
competence, candidate traits, the role of the media, and campaign planning, organization, strategy,
and polling/targeting. Throughout the course, we will pursue the following ‘meta’-questions:

◦ What is the purpose of an election and in what way do potential normative goals trade-off?

◦ To what extent does the U.S. electoral process fall short of or meet democratic ideals?

◦ Is it ethical for elected officials to control the electoral rules under which they run?

◦ Do voters possess the ability to uphold their end of the ‘democratic bargain’?

◦ Can we predict the features of a winning campaign or is our answer a post-hoc rationalization?

◦ Has technological change enhanced electoral democracy or imperiled it?

◦ Do campaigns matter for electoral outcomes?

Finally, this course has three objectives. The first is to deepen students’ understanding of elections
as an institution, including their design, their operation, and their interaction with political actors,
such as campaigns, parties, the media, and voters. The second goal is to improve students’ critical
thinking, reading, and writing skills, using elections content as a particular means to the general end of
marketable skills that will appeal, post-graduation, to employers. As such, we will utilize a particular
framework for reading, as well as an iterative paper-writing process (see below). The third goal is for
students to use their internships as an opportunity to develop professionally and intellectually. Please
use your position not only to ‘network’ and assist in the election of your preferred candidate, but also:
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1) to gauge the extent to which campaign work appeals to you as a possible career path (if you are
considering this); and, 2) to observe the minutiae, raw emotions, and (at times) haphazard manner of
American democracy in action!

Books

You will need to purchase two required books. The Hersh is a bit pricier than I would like, but it is
considered to be the best, recent book on U.S. campaigns:

◦ Amy, Douglas J. (1993). Real Choices, New Voices: The Case for Proportional Representation
Elections in the United States. Columbia University Press. (Used copies)

◦ Hersh, Eitan D. (2015). Hacking the Electorate: How Campaigns Perceive Voters. Cambridge
University Press. (Used copies)

While not required, Burton & Shea is a great primer/handbook on how campaigns function in modern
American politics. You might consider picking up a cheap copy, of the 4th edition, as a reference book:

◦ Burton, Michael John & Daniel M. Shea. (2010). Campaign Craft : The Strategies, Tactics, and
Art of Political Campaign Management, 4th edition. Praeger. (Used copies)

Assessment

Your final grade will be determined as follows:

◦ 50% Final paper

5% First meeting (before October break), with topic proposal emailed to me 24 hours prior

10% First draft

5% Second meeting (before November break), to discuss suggested revisions

30% Final draft

◦ 25% Internship journal

◦ 15% Letter of performance assessment from your internship supervisor

◦ 10% Discussion participation and preparedness

Student responsibilities

As a participant in this course, you will be responsible for the following:

1. Interning for at least three hours per week on a local campaign. You are to manage your internship
appropriately—do not overwork yourself such that your studies, for this course or others, suffer:
you are a student first, a campaign worker second. Furthermore, when with the campaign or
with voters, please behave professionally as a representative of Vanderbilt.

2. Keeping an internship journal in which you record, and reflect upon, your daily activities (e.g.,
what strategic purpose do they serve; with whom do they bring you into contact; to what extent
do they comport with political science literature?); and, detail your work environment (e.g., how
is it organized; what staff is there and what are their roles; in what ways does the office interact
with the media, with voters, or with the other campaign?) Remember, you are an embedded
political scientist—be observant and, where appropriate, ask questions!

3. Soliciting a performance assessment from your supervisor, who should verify that you interned
at least three hours per week for the campaign. Please have this letter emailed to me by Dec. 6.
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4. Coming to class prepared, having completed the assigned reading (typically about 70 pages) and
thought of the ways in which it relates to your internship and to current or historical events.
The purpose of assigned reading is not only to structure and stimulate class discussion, but also
to assist you in the generation of a paper topic. Take the readings seriously—reflect on them.
Note on reading : Mindfulness when reading is critical: I want you to focus not only on an author’s
argument, but also on the way in which shemakes and supports it. To facilitate mindfulness, I will
introduce you to my preferred framework, on the first day of class. This framework will ‘demystify
political science jargon,’ and you will be responsible for being able to distinguish between: 1)
normative and positivist claims; 2) qualitative and quantitative evidence; 3) particularistic and
generalizable findings; 4) deterministic and probabilistic theory; and 5) concepts and measures.
When reading, please use this framework via the attendant worksheet.

5. Participating in class discussion and taking notes during (occasional) lectures. Participation
means not only responding to questions I pose, but also posing your own; not just speaking to
me, but also engaging your peers. Although I will not track attendance, note that if you do not
come to class, then your participation grade will decline accordingly.
Note on participation: Participation is not the same as having to ‘be right’ or ‘know the answer.’
Often, the most effective comments are those in which we admit confusion and ask the room
(not just the instructor) for clarification. Please feel free to take risks by proposing new ideas
or citing particular cases, and try to aim for comment quality over comment quantity (i.e., you
need not speak every five minutes to receive participation credit).

6. Writing a 15-page research paper on a topic, of your choosing, relating to the study of campaigns
and elections. You are not limited to topics the syllabus covers, although its reading assignments
are a great place to begin your search. You must meet with me before October break to obtain
approval of your paper topic. Please email me a brief, half-page proposal 24-hours before our
meeting, so that I can provide you with written comments.
For this course, we will use an iterative, revise-and-resubmit process, with the first draft due on
Oct. 25 and the final draft on Dec. 10. The benefit of this method is that it encourages you
to work on the paper throughout the semester, incorporating feedback, both substantive and
stylistic, into your final product. Note that you must meet with me, for the final time, before
November break to discuss the suggested revisions.
In addition, I encourage you either: 1) to return to a topic on which you have before written
(perhaps dusting off one of those old class papers!); or, 2) to start a topic that you see yourself
exploring further in future semesters. Each route places your paper into a larger research agenda,
as either the next or the first step. Nevertheless, if you opt for route 1, you must provide me a
copy of the paper you wrote for the earlier class and obtain the consent of relevant professors.
Note on sourcing : Any idea that is not original to your thinking, and that you therefore obtained
via a book or journal article, must be cited in-text as: NAME (YEAR:pg–pg), e.g., Burton &
Shea (2010:1–4); or as: (NAME, YEAR:pg–pg), e.g., (Burton & Shea, 2010:1–4). For three or
more authors, you may use the ‘et al.’ format. Each source cited in-text should correspond to
a full citation in your list of references; if you need help on style, then model entries in the list
of assigned readings. Please rely primarily on academic books and journal articles, rather than
low-quality internet content. The library and Google Scholar are great places to search.

University and class policies

Creating a safe, respectful, and inclusive environment is the responsibility of everyone at Vanderbilt.
Please familiarize yourself with the following eight policies, which will govern our conduct:

1. Academic integrity : To cheat, plagiarize, or falsify records is a violation of the Vanderbilt honor
code. As an instructor, I am required to report academic dishonesty to the Honor Council, which
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then investigates the incident(s). The penalty for a first offense is failure of the course; a second
offense is, typically, suspension for at least one semester and failure of the course; and, a third
offense is automatic expulsion from the university. (Read the honor code)

2. Accessibility : The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA): 1) prohibits discrimination on the
basis of disability; and, 2) permits students who have a disability to receive reasonable accom-
modation. If you require an academic accommodation, please coordinate with the Office of Equal
Opportunity, Affirmative Action, and Student Access Services (SAS) to apply for, and to provide
me with, the appropriate documentation. (Receive an accommodation)

3. Communication: I encourage students to communicate with me about the course, their learning
needs, and their career goals; indeed, I view mentorship as one of the most important ways in
which an instructor can serve his or her students. I will try to respond to your emails within 24
hours. Note that emails to me are a good time to practice the art of writing clear, respectful,
to-the-point messages, a skill that is very much in demand professionally. Aim for concision, use
good manners and grammar, and recognize that emails leave a digital trail.

4. Grading : You may appeal grades to the instructor that you feel have been awarded either in error
or unjustly. In these instances, I will re-grade the assignment but reserve the right to increase or
decrease the grade upon reconsideration. Furthermore, please note that an assignment will be
reduced by one-third of a letter grade for each day it is late; e.g., the highest grade possible for
an assignment one-day-late is an A–, two-days-late is a B+, etc.

5. Privacy : The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) protects the privacy of your
academic record, mandating that your grades and other information be shared with you only.
The instructor is therefore not at liberty to discuss grades over email or to return assignments
via an intermediary. (Read about your rights)

6. Respect : A political science course on elections provides an opportunity to discuss topics relevant
to party ID, ideology, and identity. Periodically, you may find that you do not agree with me
or your peers. In these instances, it is important for all of us to respect each other’s opinions
and personal space. (Moreover, as a political scientist, your comments should be guided also by
course readings and critical thinking.) Bullying, racist, sexist, homophobic, or other offensive
comments, however, will not be tolerated; note that instructors are mandatory reporters of
suspected discrimination (Report discrimination) (Office of Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion)

7. Sexual misconduct : Vanderbilt has a zero tolerance policy with respect to sexual misconduct,
which includes: non-consensual intercourse or contact, harassment, exploitation, stalking, dating
and domestic violence, and retaliation. If something of this nature has happened to you, you are
encouraged to report the incident to Project Safe. Note that instructors are mandatory reporters
of any sexual misconduct of which we are informed or witness. (Read the policy) (Project Safe)

8. Technology : During class, you may use a laptop or tablet to reference readings or to take notes;
please avoid using your devices inappropriately during class time (e.g., to check social media, to
email or text, to shop online), as this is distracting to others and signals your lack of interest in
the course. If I notice you misusing your technology, I will warn you once and ask you kindly to
refocus your attention. A second offense will result in the revocation of your device privileges.

Other student resources

◦ Counseling : If you are experiencing depression, anxiety/panic, or other emotional hardship,
please consider scheduling and meeting individually with trained psychological counseling spe-
cialists at the University Counseling Center (UCC). If you or someone you know is at immediate
risk of self-inflicted harm, call the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 1-800-273-8255 or text
HOME to the Crisis Text Line at 741741. (Schedule an appointment with the UCC)
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◦ Librarian specialists: The Vanderbilt Library employs subject-specialists to assist students with
their research projects. (Contact the political science specialist)

◦ Tutoring : Schedule and meet individually with a tutor who can help you to improve your aca-
demic performance. (Make an appointment)

◦ Writing studio: Schedule and meet individually with trained writing consultants to improve your
academic writing or to brainstorm a writing project. (Make an appointment)

Schedule
Please use this class schedule to plan your semester accordingly and to take ownership of your learning.
Note that this schedule is subject to change: invariably, alterations will be made to accommodate the
needs/interests of the class and of the instructor (e.g., if I have to travel for professional obligations).
As of now, Unit A is quite set in stone; Unit B, however, is subject to change (likely cullings rather
than additions). I will update students on changes to the schedule by email and in class.

Some important dates

◦ Aug. 22: Classes begin

◦ Aug. 29: End of open enrollment

◦ Sept. 5: Final day to drop without penalty

◦ Sept. 28: Family weekend

◦ Oct. 18–19: October break

◦ Oct. 25: First draft of paper due (email timestamp must be 11:59 pm or earlier)

◦ Oct. 26: Last day to withdraw

◦ Nov. 6: Election day (congrats on all your hard work!)

◦ Nov. 15: Journals due (email timestamp must be 11:59 pm or earlier)

◦ Nov. 17–25: November break

◦ Dec. 6: Classes end

◦ Dec. 10: Final papers due (email timestamp must be 11:59 pm or earlier)

◦ Dec. 15: Fall semester ends

Unit A: Elections and electoral rules
Aug. 28: Why elections?

Featuring : Brief lecture on elections as institutions.

◦ Dahl, Robert A. (1998). Chap. 4: “What is democracy?”; Chap. 5: “Why democracy?” (ex-
cerpt); &, Chap. 8: “What political institutions does large-scale democracy require?,” from On
Democracy. Yale University Press. 35–54, 83–99.

◦ Katz, Richard. (1997). Chap. 7: “The roles of elections,” from Democracy and Elections. Oxford
University Press. 100–18.

◦ Amy, “Introduction” & Chap. 1: “Fair representation for all.” 1–41.
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Sept. 4: Electoral rules and reform

Featuring : Brief lecture on Benoit’s model of electoral reform.

◦ Benoit, Kenneth (2007). “Electoral Laws as Political Consequences: Explaining the Origins and
Change of Electoral Institutions.” Annual Review of Political Science 10:370–87 (excerpt).

◦ Amy, Chap. 10: “The political prospects for PR in the United States.” 198–223.

◦ Cain, Bruce E. (2015). Chap. 1: “The ascendancy of reform populism” (excerpt) & Chap.
2: “Reform pluralism,” from Democracy More or Less: America’s Political Reform Quandary.
Cambridge University Press. 6–15, 20–40.

Sept. 11: Administration, voter fraud, and suppression

Featuring : Guest instructor Michael Shepherd, political science Ph.D. student. (I will be absent.)

◦ Highton, Benjamin (2017). “Voter Identification Laws and Turnout.” Annual Review of Political
Science 20:149–67.

◦ Kimball, David C. & Martha Kropf. (2006). “The Street-Level Bureaucrats of Elections: Selec-
tion Methods for Local Election Officials.” Review of Policy Research 23(6):1257–68.

◦ White, Ariel, Noah L. Nathan, & Julie K. Faller. (2015). “What Do I Need to Vote?: Bureaucratic
Discretion and Discrimination by Local Election Officials.” American Political Science Review
109(1):129–42.

◦ Gerber, Alan S., Gregory A. Huber, Marc Meredith, Daniel R. Biggers, & David J. Hendry.
(2017). “Does Incarceration Reduce Voting?: Evidence about the Political Consequences of
Spending Time in Prison.” Journal of Politics 79(4):1130–46.

Sept. 18: Election security and technology

◦ Alvarez, R. Michael & Thad E. Hall. (2008). Chap. 2: “Paper problems, electronic promises”;
Chap. 3: “Criticisms of electronic voting”; &, Chap. 4: “The frame game,” from Electronic
Elections: The Perils and Promises of Digitl Democracy. Princeton University Press. 12–70.

◦ Wofford, Ben. “How to Hack an Election in 7 Minutes.” Politico. Aug. 5, 2016. (Link)

◦ Hennessey, Susan. “We Need to Secure Voting Machines. But from What?” Lawfare Blog. Nov.
30, 2017. (Link)

◦ Leovy, Jill. “The Computer Scientist Who Prefers Paper.” The Atlantic. (Link)

◦ Nayak, Vinay & Samuel Breidbart. “Could We Reverse a Hacked Presidential Election?” Vox.
Oct. 12, 2017. (Link)

◦ Huefner, Steven. (2007). “Remedying Election Wrongs.” Harvard Journal on Legislation 44:265–
325.

Sept. 25: The two-party duopoly

Featuring : Brief lecture on calculating party viability and system size.

◦ Bibby, John F. & L. Sandy Maisel. (2003). Chap. 3: “Third parties in the American context:
A less than friendly environment,” from Two Parties or More? : The American Party System.
Westview, 67–78.
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◦ Rapoport, Ronald B. & Walter J. Stone. (2005). Chap 3: “The rise and fall of Ross Perot and
the Reform Party, 1992–2000,” from Three’s A Crowd : The Dynamic of Third Parties, Ross
Perot, and Republican Resurgence. University of Michigan Press. 47–77.

◦ Amy, Chap. 4: “Breaking the two-party monopoly.” 76–98.

Oct. 2: Gerrymandering

◦ Cox, Gary W. & Jonathan N. Katz. (2002). Chap. 1: “Introduction” & Chap. 2: “The
reapportionment revolution,” from Elbridge Gerry’s Salamander : The Electoral Consequences of
the Reapportionment Revolution. Cambridge University Press. 3–30.

◦ Chen, Jowei & Jonathan Rodden. (2013). “Unintentional Gerrymandering: Political Geography
and Electoral Bias in Legislatures.” Quarterly Journal of Political Science 8(3):239–47. (excerpt)

◦ Cain, Bruce E. (2011). “Redistricting Commissions: A Better Political Buffer.” Yale Law Journal
121:1808–43.

◦ Amy, Chap. 2: “Eradicating gerrymandering.” 42–54.

Unit B: Campaigns and voters
Oct. 9: Voter behavior and competence

◦ Vavreck, Lynn. Chap. 3: “Context matters: A campaign typology,” from The Message Matters:
The Economy and Presidential Campaigns. Princeton University Press. 26–40.

◦ Achen, Christopher J. & Larry M. Bartels. (2016). Chap. 5: “Blind retrospection: Electoral
responses to droughts, floods, and shark attacks” & Chap. 9: “It feels like we’re thinking: The
rationalizing voter,” from Democracy for Realists: Why Elections Do Not Produce Responsive
Government. Princeton University Press. 116–45, 267–96.

◦ Alvarez, R. Michael & John Brehm. (2002). Chap. 1: “A fickle public?” & Chap. 2: “Predispo-
sitions,” from Hard Choices, Easy Answers. Princeton University Press. 1–26.

Oct. 16: Voter targeting

◦ Gerber, Alan and Donald Green. (2000). “The Effects of Canvassing, Phone Calls, and Direct
Mail on Voter Turnout: A Field Experiment.” American Political Science Review 94(3):653–63.

◦ Hersh, Chap. 1: “Introduction”; Chap. 2: “The perceived voter model”; &, Chap. 3: “The policy
roots of elite perceptions.” 1–65.

Oct. 23: Voter targeting (cont.)

◦ Hersh, Chap. 5: “The perceived partisan”; Chap. 6: “The public code of racialized electioneering”;
&, Chap. 7: “Persuadable voters in the eyes of the persuaders.” 88–167.

◦ Amy, Chap. 7: “Encouraging voter turnout.” 140–52.

Oct. 30: Polling the people

Featuring : Guest co-instructor Drew Engelhardt, political science Ph.D. candidate.

◦ Traugott, Michael W. & Paul J. Lavrakas. (2004). Chap. 2: “What are election polls? How
are they conducted?”; Chap. 5: “Why do pollsters use samples?”; &, Chap. 6: “How are
questionnaires put together?, from The Voter’s Guide to Election Polls, 3rd edition. Rowman
and Littlefield. 9–25, 51–69, 71–89.
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◦ Asher, Herbert. Chap. 2: “The problem of nonattitudes,” from Polling and the Public: What
Every Citizen Should Know, 8th edition. CQ Press. 37–59.

◦ Silver, Nate. “The Real Story of 2016: What Reporters—and Lots of Data Geeks, Too—Missed
about the Election, and What They’re Still Getting Wrong.” FiveThirtyEight. Jan. 19, 2017.
(Link)

◦ Kennedy, Courtney, Mark Blumenthal, Scott Clement, Joshua D. Clinton, Claire Durand, Charles
Franklin, Kyley McGeeney et al. (2018). “An Evaluation of the 2016 Election Polls in the United
States.” Public Opinion Quarterly 82(1):1–33.

Nov. 6:

Note: Class canceled for election day. Have fun, and good luck!

Nov. 13: Media

Featuring : Guest co-instructor Marc Trussler, political science Ph.D. candidate.

◦ Patterson, Thomas E. (1994). Chap. 1: “The miscast institution,” from Out of Order. Alfred A.
Knopf. 28–52.

◦ Zaller, John. (2003). “A New Standard of News Quality: Burgular Alarms for the Monitorial
Citizen.” Political Communication 20:109–30.

◦ Prior, Markus. (2005). “News vs. Entertainment: How Increasing Media Choice Widens Gaps
in Political Knowledge and Turnout.” American Journal of Political Science 49(3):577–92.

◦ Gerber, Alan, James Gimpel, Donald Green, Daron Shaw. (2011). “The Influence of Televi-
sion and Radio Advertising on Candidate Evaluations: Results from a Large Scale Randomized
Experiment.” American Political Science Review 105(1):135–50.

Oct. 27: Financing

◦ Burton & Shea, Chap. 7: “Fund-raising strategies and tactics.” 139–58.

◦ Ansolabehere, Stephen, John M. de Figueiredo and James M. Snyder Jr. (2003). “Why Is There
So Little Money in U.S. Politics?” Journal of Economic Perspective. 17(1):105–30.

◦ Briffault, Richard. (2011). “Super PACs.” Minnesota Law Review 96:1644–93.

◦ Miller, Kenneth M. (forthcoming). “The Divided Labor of Attack Advertising in Congressional
Campaigns.” The Journal of Politics.

Dec. 4: Women as candidates

Feauring : Guest co-instructor Georgia Anderson-Nilsson, political science Ph.D. student.

◦ Lawless, Jennifer L. & Richard L. Fox. (2005). Chap. 1: “Electoral politics: Still a man’s world?”
& Chap. 2: “Explaning women’s emergence in the political arena,” from It Takes A Candidate:
Why Women Don’t Run for Office. Cambridge University Press. 1–36.

◦ Fulton, Sarah. (2012). “Running Backwards and In High Heels: The Gendered Quality Gap and
Incumbent Electoral Success.” Political Research Quarterly 65(2):303–14.

◦ Amy, Chap. 5: “Electing more women.” 99–113.

◦ Franceschet, Susan, Mona Lena Krook, & Jennifer M. Piscopo. (2012). Chap 1: “Conseptualizing
the impact of gender quotas,” from The Impact of Gender Quotas. Oxford University Press. 3–20.
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