
Polc 6320 – Spring 2025

Policy Analysis II: Political Analysis

Day, Time; Location: Monday 5:30–8:30pm; 213 Bates Hall
Instructor: Pablo M. Pinto; ppinto@central.uh.edu
Office: 212 Bates Hall
Office hours: Monday 3:00–4:30 pm, or by appointment
Teaching Assistants: Catherine Miers; cmmiers@cougarnet.uh.edu

Horacio Rueda; rhruedar@cougarnet.uh.edu

Course objectives:

This course offers an introductory survey to methods and models of political analysis. Political analysis is the discipline
that studies how the interaction between political demand and supply results in different patterns of policy-making and
policies. Taxes, regulations and policies in general are the main output of the political system. Explaining the design, adop-
tion and implementation of policies, thus, requires an analytical framework for understanding the main issues involved
in aggregating individual preferences into collective political choices. The translation of preferences into policies results
from the interaction of the demand and supply sides of politics. Individual and group preferences expressed through
voting, mobilization and lobbying, are central features of the demand side of politics. Supply-side conditions are framed
by political institutions, namely the structures that shape the aggregation of political preferences into policy outcomes.

Throughout the semester we will study the fundamental analytical models of politics applied to such topics as collective
action, majority rule, coalition formation and the functioning of government. The course will also help you develop an
understanding of how political systems operate, and acquire tools to critically analyze policy issues and problems, evaluate
the effectiveness of existing policy programs, and learn to communicate effectively your analyses to others.

Books and Readings:

The required textbooks for this class are:
• Kenneth A. Shepsle (2010). Analyzing Politics. Rationality, Behavior and Institutions. 2nd Edition. W. W. Norton
• David L. Weimer and Aidan R. Vining (2011). Policy Analysis, 5th edition. Longman.

Recommended books include the following:

• Ethan Bueno de Mesquita (2016). Political Economy for Public Policy. Princeton University Press.
• Avinash K. Dixit and Barry J. Nalebuff (2008). The Art of Strategy. A Game Theorist’s Guide to Success in Business

and Life. W. W. Norton.
• Charles Wheelan (2011). Introduction to Public Policy. W. W. Norton.

All readings listed on the syllabus are available in the textbooks or can be obtained through UH Library resources in hard
copy or digital form. The main readings for each session are marked with a bullet (•) on the syllabus. Importantly, before
each meeting all students are expected to have completed all readings, including those marked with a bullet (•), those
marked with a box (□), as well as the background readings marked with the symbol (⋇).

Grading

You will be graded for your completion and performance in homework, problem sets, exams, participation and other class
assignments. Course grades will be based on the following:
1. Participation, problems sets and quizzes (30%): Contribution to class discussion is a substantial component

of the final grade for this class. Student are expected to complete all required readings (•), readings for class discussion
(□) and background readings (⋇) prior to class and actively participate in discussions, case assignments, and other class
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activities, including online discussion board. There will be two problem sets during the semester; you may work in
small groups, no larger than four people, on a problem set. If you turn in an individual problem set, it may not be
identical to another student’s or group’s problem set. Periodically there will be an unannounced short quiz related
to that day’s readings and topics. These brief quizzes will be graded for correctness and will assess students’ basic
understanding of the topics and readings at hand.

2. Presentation of readings (10%): Each student is expected to participate in the presentation of readings marked
with a (□) at least twice during the semester. The distribution of reading assignments for each reading will be done
independently by the class, making sure that all the readings are covered. The class is responsible for sending the list of
reading assignments to the instructor before week 3 (January 27). The presenting teams will upload their presentations
and questions to the corresponding discussion board by noon on the day of the presentation. All members of a group
assigned to present a specific reading are expected to contribute to the presentations. In addition to the presentations,
we will distribute questions about the readings for a seminar-style discussion in class. There will be a discussion board
for each topic to continue the discussion on Canvas after class.

3. Policy debates and policy memos (20%): on March 17 and April 21 we will hold two in-class debates about
relevant public policy issues. Instructions and materials for these policy debates will be distributed by the instructor
in advance. You will work in groups to conduct additional research on the policy problem under discussion. This
research will inform the writing of a policy memo which will be due by the end of the week when the in-class debate
was held. The groups will post on Canvas a list of relevant readings, publications, data sources and other relevant
resources identified in their research.

4. Exam (20%): there will be a take-home exam distributed on April 7. You will have three hours to complete the exam
and will not be able to consult with classmates, external or online resources of any kind. The exam will be monitored
using online proctoring applications that require an environmental scan. You should make arrangements to take the
exam in an environment with as little background noise and additional movement as possible to avoid the software
flagging the exam for potential academic dishonesty. Please inform the instructor in case you need or prefer to take the
exam in a computer lab or in a classroom.

5. Individual policy memo (20%): the final assignment will be to write a memo on a policy topic of your interest. Pol-
icy topics should be sufficiently narrow in focus, clearly the public policy problem under consideration, and amenable
to a substantive policy recommendation to address the problem. No later than February 14 each student will submit a
one paragraph proposal describing the policy problem and policy context they plan to address in the final policy memo.
The memo will also provide an overview of the relevant literature and evidence on the topic, and make a recommen-
dation on the course of action for a relevant stakeholder. While the final policy memo is an individual assignment
the background research could be done individually or in groups. This research would allow you to characterize the
problem that the policy intervention aims to address; identify relevant stakeholders, their preferences and likelihood
to mobilize in support or opposition to the policy; address the issues that may affect the design, adoption, enactment
and implementation of the policy; and assess the expected institutional and political conditions under which the pol-
icy would be adopted. Students, individually or in groups, should make arrangements to meet with the instructor and
TA periodically to go over the progress made on their research. The policy memo will be due at 12 pm on May 5.

Class Schedule and Reading List

Part I – Introduction to Political Analysis

Week 1: January 13 – Politics and Public Policy
• Shepsle 2010, Chapter 1. It isn’t Rocket Science, but . . .
• Wheelan 2011, Chapter 2, pp. 39–59: What is public policy?
• Matthew Grossman (2024). The World is Hard to Change. Vital City, March 24, 2004: https://bit.ly/4ae5KyN

Week 2: January 20 – No Class (MLK Holiday)

Week 3: January 27 – Markets and Governments I
• Weimer and Vining 2011, Chapter 4: Efficiency and the Idealized Competitive Market
• Weimer and Vining 2011, Chapter 5: Rationales for Public Policy – Market Failures

Class Discussion:
□ Levitt and Dubner 2005, Chapter 4: Where Have all the Criminals Gone? Freakonomics.

Week 4: February 3 – Markets and Governments II
• Weimer and Vining 2011, Chapter 6: Rationales for Public Policy – Other Limitations of the Competitive Framework
• Weimer and Vining 2011, Chapter 7: Rationales for Public Policy – Redistribution and Other Goals
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Class Discussion:
□ Wheelan 2011, Chapter 3, pp. 80–104: Moral Hazard, Adverse Selection, and Incomplete Information

Part II – Political Analysis: Understanding Collective Behavior

Week 5: February 10 – Rationality and Strategic Behavior
• Shepsle 2010, Chapter 2: Rationality – The Model of Choice

Background reading:
⋇ Bueno de Mesquita 2016. Appendix A
• Shepsle 2010, Chapter 8: Cooperation

Class Discussion:
□ Dixit and Nalebuff 2008, Chapter 3 [pp. 64–84]
□ Dixit and Nalebuff 2008, Chapter 3 [pp. 84–101]

Week 6: February 17 – Cooperation, Collective Action, and Public Goods
• Shepsle 2010, Chapter 9: Collective Action

Class Discussion:
□ Mancur Olson 1971, The Logic of Collective Action [pp. 1–22, 33–65]
• Shepsle 2010, Chapter 10: Public Goods, Externalities, and the Commons

Class Discussion:
□ Ostrom et al. 1999, Revisiting the Commons: Local Lessons, Global Challenges
□ Buttorff et al. 2023, Natural Disasters and Willingness to Pay for Public Goods

Week 7: February 24 – Group Choice
• Shepsle 2010, Chapters 3 and 4: Group Choice and Majority Rule
• Shepsle 2010, Chapter 5: Spatial Models of Majority Rule

Class Discussion:
□ Bartels 2005, Homer Gets a Tax Cut: Inequality and Public Policy
□ Lupia et al. 2006, Were Bush Tax Cut Supporters Simply Ignorant?

Week 8: March 3 – Analyzing Strategic Behavior
• Shepsle 2010, Chapter 6: Sophistication, Misrepresentation, and Manipulation

Background reading:
⋇ Bueno de Mesquita 2016, Appendix B
⋇ Dixit and Nalebuff 2008, Chapters 2 and 4
Class Discussion:
□ Cox 1994, A Note on Crime and Punishment
□ Spenkuch et al. 2018, Backward Induction in Sequential Voting [Present pp. 1917-1983; skim rest of the paper]

Week 9: March 10 – No Class (Spring Break)

Part III – The Political Process

Week 10: March 17 – Analyzing and Debating Policy I
□ In-class discussion on immigration.
□ Readings and instructions will be distributed by the instructor before Spring break.

Week 11: March 24 – Electoral Institutions
• Shepsle 2010, Chapter 7: Voting Methods and Electoral Systems
• Wheelan 2011, Chapter 6: The Political Process

Class Discussion:
□ Grofman 2016, Perspectives on Comparative Electoral Systems
□ Park and Jensen 2007, Electoral Competition and Agricultural Support

Week 12: March 31 – Legislatures and Representation
• Shepsle 2010, Chapter 11: Institutions and Chapter 12: Legislatures

Class Discussion:
□ Bailey et al. 1997, The Institutional Roots of American Trade Policy
□ Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991, The Logic of Delegation
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Week 13: April 7 – Implementing Policies: Delegation and Agency
• Shepsle 2010, Chapter 13: Bureaucracy and Intergovernmental Relations

Background reading:
⋇ Bueno de Mesquita 2016, Chapter 9: The Need for Information
Class Discussion:
□ McCubbins and Schwartz 1984, Police Patrols versus Fire Alarms
□ Simon 2000, Public Administration in Today’s World

Week 14: April 14 – Political Leadership and Parliamentary Democracy
• Shepsle 2010, Chapter 14: Leadership Shepsle 2010, Chapter 16: Cabinet Government and Parliamentary Democracy

Class Discussion:
□ Gerber and Hopkins 2011, When Mayors Matter
• Shepsle 2010, Chapter 16: Cabinet Government and Parliamentary Democracy

Class Discussion:
□ Laver and Shepsle 1990, Coalitions and Cabinet Government

Week 15: April 21 – Analyzing and Debating Policy II
□ In-class discussion on one of the following topics to be chosen by the class: (i) trade policy; (ii) minimum wage; or (iii)

healthcare; (iv) sustainable energy policy.
□ Readings, background materials and instructions will be distributed by the instructor prior to the class.

Background reading:
⋇ Lupia. 2013. Communicating Science in Politicized Environments
⋇ McDavid and Hawthorn. 2005. Research Designs for Program Evaluations [Chapter 3]

Week 16: April 28 – Evaluating Policy
• Weimer and Vining 2011, Chapter 16: Cost Benefit Analysis
• Shadish et al. 2002, Chapter 8: Randomized Experiments

Class Discussion:
□ Weimer and Vining 2011. Chapter 1: The Canadian Salmon Fishery
□ Boardman, Vining and Waters, 2007. Costs and Benefits through Bureaucratic Lenses: Example of a Highway

Project
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Announcements, UH Policies and Resources:

Syllabus changes: Please note that the instructor may need to make modifications to the course syllabus. Such
changes will be announced as quickly as possible through email and Canvas. You should check UH email and Canvas
periodically for announcements and updates.

Academic Integrity: High ethical standards are critical to the integrity of any institution, and bear directly on the
ultimate value of conferred degrees. All UH community members are expected to contribute to an atmosphere of the
highest possible ethical standards. Maintaining such an atmosphere requires that any instances of academic dishonesty
be recognized and addressed. The UH Academic Honesty Policy is designed to handle those instances with fairness to
all parties involved: the students, the instructors, and the University itself. All students and faculty of the University of
Houston are responsible for being familiar with this policy.

Use of Generative Artificial Intelligence: Generative artificial intelligence (AI) and large language models
(LLM) such as ChatGPT, Claude, Bard, Bing AI, etc. are powerful tools for assisting with tasks such as generating con-
tent, answering questions, providing real-time research, analyzing documents and analyzing data, complex concepts and
text. The use of generative AI in the workplace and in research is growing at a fast pace. The ability of leveraging AI tools
to tackle complex issues will likely define employment prospects and professional success. Nevertheless, a solid training in
a substantive or technical field, and careful understanding of concepts, theories, and tools is essential for a successful use
of AI and LLMs. It provides a foundation to critically assess AI-generated content, apply knowledge to use AI effectively,
and avoid blindly accepting incorrect, misleading or biased outputs, ultimately fostering deeper learning and responsible
use of technology. For these reasons the use of AI and related LLM tools during an exam or to generate content for prob-
lem sets, assignments and policy memos is strongly discouraged unless explicitly stated in the prompt for the assignment.
Submissions will be checked on Turnitin and other tools; any passages identified as generated with AI and related LLM
tools will be considered plagiarism and result in a failing grade for the whole assignment.

Excused Absence Policy: Regular class attendance, participation, and engagement in coursework are important con-
tributors to student success. Absences may be excused as provided in the University of Houston Graduate Excused Ab-
sence Policy for reasons including: medical illness of student or close relative, death of a close family member, legal or
government proceeding that a student is obligated to attend, recognized professional and educational activities where
the student is presenting, and University-sponsored activity or athletic competition. Under these policies, students with
excused absences will be provided with an opportunity to make up any quiz, exam or other work that contributes to the
course grade or a satisfactory alternative. Please read the full policy for details regarding reasons for excused absences, the
approval process, and extended absences. Additional policies address absences related to military service, religious holy
days, pregnancy and related conditions, and disability.

Use of Cell Phones, Tablets and Laptops: Since they cause interruptions and distractions, phones should be
turned off during class time. Please do not use any Instant Messaging software if you bring your laptop to take notes. In
particular, cell phones, portable devices and laptops may not be accessible during exams or quizzes.

Recording of Class: You may not record all or part of class, livestream all or part of class, or make/distribute screen
captures, without advanced written consent of the instructor. If you have or think you may have a disability such that
you need to record class-related activities, please contact the Justin Dart, Jr. Student Accessibility Center. If you have an
accommodation to record class-related activities, those recordings may not be shared with any other student, whether in
this course or not, or with any other person or on any other platform. Classes may be recorded by the instructor. Students
may use instructor’s recordings for their own studying and notetaking. Instructor’s recordings are not authorized to be
shared with anyone without the prior written approval of the instructor. Failure to comply with requirements regarding
recordings will result in a disciplinary referral to the Dean of Students Office and may result in disciplinary action.

Reasonable Academic Adjustments/Auxiliary Aids: The University of Houston is committed to providing
an academic environment and educational programs that are accessible for its students. Any student with a disability
who is experiencing barriers to learning, assessment or participation is encouraged to contact the Justin Dart, Jr. Student
Accessibility Center (Dart Center) to learn more about academic accommodations and support that may be available
to them. Students seeking academic accommodations will need to register with the Dart Center as soon as possible to
ensure timely implementation of approved accommodations. Please contact the Dart Center by visiting the website
https://uh.edu/accessibility/; calling (713) 743-5400; or emailing jdcenter@Central.UH.EDU.
The Student Health Center offers a Psychiatry Clinic for enrolled UH students. Call 713-743-5149 during clinic hours,
Monday through Friday 8 a.m. - 4:30 p.m. to schedule an appointment.
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The A.D. Bruce Religion Center offers spiritual support and a variety of programs centered on well-being.
The Center for Student Advocacy and Community (CSAC) is where you can go if you need help but don’t know where
to start. CSAC is a “home away from home” and serves as a resource hub to help you get the resources needed to sup-
port academic and personal success. Through our Cougar Cupboard, all students can get up to 30 lbs of FREE groceries
a week. Additionally, we provide 1:1 appointments to get you connected to on- and off-campus resources related to es-
sential needs, safety and advocacy, and more. The Cougar Closet is a registered student organization advised by our
office and offers free clothes to students so that all Coogs can feel good in their fit. We also host a series of cultural and
community-based events that fosters social connection and helps the cougar community come closer together. Visit the
CSAC homepage or follow us on Instagram: @uh_CSAC and @uhcupbrd. YOU belong here.

Women and Gender Resource Center (WGRC: The mission of the WGRC is to advance the University of Hous-
ton and promote the success of all students, faculty, and staff through educating, empowering, and supporting the UH
community. The WGRC suite is open to you. Stop by the office for a study space, to take a break, grab a snack, or check
out one of the WGRC programs or resources. Stop by Student Center South room B12 (Basement floor near Starbucks
and down the hall from Creation Station) from 9 am to 5 pm Monday through Friday.

Title IX/Sexual Misconduct: Per the UHS Sexual Misconduct Policy, your instructor is a “responsible employee”
for reporting purposes under Title IX regulations and state law and must report incidents of sexual misconduct (sexual
harassment, non-consensual sexual contact, sexual assault, sexual exploitation, sexual intimidation, intimate partner vio-
lence, or stalking) about which they become aware to the Title IX office. Please know there are places on campus where
you can make a report in confidence. You can find more information about resources on the Title IX website.

Mental Health and Wellness Resources: The University of Houston has a number of resources to support
students’ mental health and overall wellness, including CoogsCARE and the UH Go App. UH Counseling and Psycho-
logical Services (CAPS) offers 24/7 mental health support for all students, addressing various concerns like stress, college
adjustment and sadness. CAPS provides individual and couples counseling, group therapy, workshops and connections
to other support services on and off-campus. For assistance visit uh.edu/caps, call 713-743-5454, or visit a Let’s Talk lo-
cation in-person or virtually. Let’s Talk are daily, informal confidential consultations with CAPS therapists where no
appointment or paperwork is needed.
Need Support Now? If you or someone you know is struggling or in crisis, help is available. Call CAPS crisis support
24/7 at 713-743-5454, or the National Suicide and Crisis Lifeline: call or text 988, or chat 988lifeline.org.
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