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This course examines the role of the presidency in the American political system.  We will begin 
with a brief overview of presidency studies and the unique responsibilities of modern presidents 
in American politics.  We then will study the constitutional history of the presidency and the 
evolution of presidential power from the late 18th to the 21st century.  In so doing, we will focus 
on the development of the “modern” presidency and the qualities that define “greatness” in 
presidential leadership.  We will conclude the first half of the course by studying presidential 
interaction with constituencies, including the public, media, Congress, federal bureaucracy, and 
courts.  
 
In the second half of the course, we will analyze the institution of the presidency more closely, 
focusing on modern presidential leadership and policy making.  We will examine how presidents 
make decisions about policy options and how each president’s personality and leadership style 
affect governance.  We will evaluate the evolution of the modern presidency through case 
studies, beginning with the administration of Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR).  We will examine the 
growth of the presidency as an institution in the past sixty years and compare how individual 
presidents from FDR to Donald Trump have used their increased power.  
 
In studying these issues, we will consider such questions as the following: How has the massive 
increase in resources and responsibilities since FDR’s administration shaped the presidency as an 
institution?  To what degree is presidential power still dependent on the person in the Oval 
Office?  Of what consequence are differences in presidential leadership styles and advisory 
systems, and can we reach broad conclusions about those differences? 
 
As a liberal arts course, this class will place a premium on informed participation and clear, 
analytical writing.  Grades will be based on class participation, group presentations, policy 
memos, and a final essay.  As a Writing-Intensive (WI) course, PSC 121 will focus on multiple 
writing assignments that incorporate peer review, small-group discussion, and revised writing. 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS AND POLICIES 
 
This course is organized as a seminar, which means that daily participation is essential to 
understanding the readings and developing your knowledge of public policy.  We will analyze 
both secondary and primary sources, and careful reading will be necessary for informed 
participation.  The course also contains a significant writing component, which will require 
preparation throughout the semester.   
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Grades will be based on the following:  
 
 Participation (attendance, discussion)  100 points 
 Short essay 200 points 
 Midterm essay 200 points  
 Research paper  250 points  

Final essay  250 points  
TOTAL 1,000 points 
 

1. Participation – A seminar requires involvement from all participants, and you are 
expected to attend class and speak regularly.  You must let the professor know beforehand 
if you will not be able to attend class.  Questions and discussion are welcome, and indeed 
are the means through which we all learn about the course material.   

 
2. Short essay (500-750 words) – To be discussed in class. 

 
3. Research paper (3,000 words) – See below.  

 
4. Midterm and Final Essays (750-1,000 words each) – To be discussed in class. 

 
Please note the following class policies: 
 
ASSIGNMENTS: All assignments/exams MUST be turned in/taken on time.  An assignment 
submitted after the due date without previous clearance by the instructor (which will be granted 
only in exceptional circumstances) will have the grade reduced by 10 percent each day it is late. 
 
ALL assignments must be completed to pass the course, and each assignment MUST be original 
work for this course that is NOT used to satisfy another academic requirement (past or present).  
Students must keep electronic copies of every assignment for the duration of the course, to be 
submitted upon request by the instructor.   
 
ATTENDANCE: Attendance is a requirement, and students may not arrive late or leave early.  
 
ETIQUETTE: Students are expected to be prepared for and participate in every class.  We 
regularly will review excerpts from the reading assignments in class, so you must bring them 
with you or make arrangements to share with a peer.  ALL electronic devices other than a 
computer or electronic reader must be out of sight during class time; focusing on anything other 
than the class is rude and disrespectful to the instructor and your peers.  Students may use 
approved electronic devices for note taking and reviewing material on Blackboard, but any non-
class activity (i.e., e-mail, WWW surfing, etc.) is strictly prohibited, and any student who 
misuses technology in this way will not be permitted to use it in class again. 
 
GRADES: To complete PSC 121 successfully, you must demonstrate achievement of the course 
objectives.  The professor reserves the right to adjust final grades upward or downward 
depending on improvement, contributions to course, etc.  The course grading scale follows: 
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Level of Achievement Letter Grade Percentage Subjective Interpretation 
    
Mastery A 

A- 
>93 
90-92 
 

Mastery of concepts.  Can apply 
concepts to new situations. 
 

Excellence B+ 
B 
B- 

88-89 
83-87 
80-82 

Solid understanding of concepts.  
Strong foundation for future work. 
 

Proficiency C+ 
C 

78-79 
73-77 

Acceptable understanding.  
Questionable foundation for future 
work. 

Marginal Proficiency C- 
D+ 
D 

70-72 
68-69 
63-67 

Doubtful understanding.  Weak 
foundation for future work. 

Failure F <63 Definitely failed to demonstrate 
understanding. 

 
REQUIRED TEXTS 
 
Cronin, Thomas E., Michael A. Genovese, and Meena Bose.  The Paradoxes of the American 
Presidency.  5th ed.  New York: Oxford University Press, 2018.   (ISBN 978-0190648503) 
 
Greenstein,	Fred	I.		The	Presidential	Difference:	Leadership	Style	from	FDR	to	Barack	
Obama.		3rd	ed.		Princeton,	NJ:	Princeton	University	Press,	2009.		(ISBN	978-0691143835) 
		
Milkis, Sidney M., and Michael Nelson.  The American Presidency: Origins and Development, 
1776-2018.  8th ed.  CQ Press, 2019.  (ISBN 978-1544323121) 
 
Neustadt, Richard E.  Presidential Power and the Modern Presidents: The Politics of Leadership 
from Roosevelt to Reagan.  New York: The Free Press, 1990.  (ISBN 0-02-922796-8) 
 
Additional readings will be assigned in class.  Daily reading of a major national news source is 
required (such as www.realclearpolitics.com, which compiles major news stories from a range of 
sources every day), with a focus on articles about the American presidency. 
 
As an advanced liberal arts course, this class will place a premium on informed participation and 
clear, analytical writing.  Grades will be based on class participation, short writing assignments, 
essay exams, and a presentation/research paper on a modern president of your choice (3,000 
words, exclusive of title page, citations, and bibliography).  Exams will draw upon course 
readings and class discussions.     
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CLASS SCHEDULE (26 classes) 
 
I. Introduction to the Presidency  
 
1. Tuesday, Sept. 3 -- Studying the American Presidency 
 Cronin et al, chs. 1-2 
 Greenstein, ch. 1 
 
II. Evolution of Presidency 
 
2. Thursday, Sept. 5 – Constitutional History of Presidency  
 Milkis/Nelson, chs. 1-2 
 
3. Tuesday, Sept. 10 – Putting the Presidency into Practice   

Milkis/Nelson, chs. 3-4 
 
4. Thursday, Sept. 12 – Presidential Power in the 19th Century 
 Milkis/Nelson, chs. 5-6 
 
5. Tuesday, Sept. 17 – Evolution of Modern Presidency 
 Milkis/Nelson, chs. 8-9 
 
III. Presidential Leadership and Power 
 
6. Thursday, Sept. 19 – Presidential Leadership 

Cronin, ch. 4 
 
7. Tuesday, Sept. 24 – Writing Workshop I for Short Essay (to be discussed in class) 
 
8. Thursday, Sept. 26 – From Election to Governance 

Cronin, ch. 3 
 
Thursday, Sept. 26: Class will attend PSC Talks Politics Lecture – Dr. David Green, 
“The Process of Choosing the President,” Cultural Center Theater 
 

9. Tuesday, Oct. 1 – SHORT WRITING ASSIGNMENT TIME (DUE IN CLASS 
THURSDAY, OCTOBER 3) 

 
10. Thursday, Oct. 3 – Modern Presidential Power 

Neustadt, chs. 1-3 
 
NO CLASSES OCTOBER 7-8 [FALL BREAK] 
 
11. Thursday, Oct. 10 – Presidential Power II 

Neustadt, chs. 4-5 
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12. Tuesday, Oct. 15 – The Vice Presidency 
Milkis/Nelson, ch. 17 

 
Tuesday, October 15: Class will attend Donald J. Sutherland Lecture, by St. Louis 
University School of Law Professor Joel K. Goldstein on the Vice Presidency, 
Cultural Center Theater. 
 

IV. Presidency and Constituencies 
 
13. Thursday, Oct. 17 – Presidency and Congress 

Cronin et al, ch. 6   
 
14. Tuesday, Oct. 22 – Presidency and Executive Branch 
 Cronin et al, ch. 7 
 
15. Thursday, Oct. 24 – Writing Workshop II (Midterm Essay) 
 
16. Tuesday, Oct. 29 – Presidency and Judiciary 
 Cronin et al, ch. 8 
 
17. Thursday, Oct. 31 – MIDTERM ESSAY TIME (ASSIGNMENT DUE IN CLASS 
TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 5) 
 
V. Case Studies in the Modern Presidency 
 
18. Tuesday, Nov. 5 – The First Modern Presidents: FDR and Truman 
 Greenstein, chs. 2-3 
 Milkis/Nelson, ch. 10 
 
19. Thursday, Nov. 7 – The Cold War Presidencies: Eisenhower and Kennedy 
 Greenstein, chs. 4-5 
 Milkis/Nelson, ch. 11 
 
20. Tuesday, Nov. 12 – The Imperial Presidencies: Johnson and Nixon  
 Greenstein, chs. 6-7 
  
21. Thursday, Nov. 14 – Presidential Polling and the 2020 Race for the White House 
 

Thursday, November 14: Class will attend Kalikow Center panel on the Kalikow Poll 
and the 2020 Presidential Race, Cultural Center Theater. 

 
22. Tuesday, Nov. 19 – The Re-Energized Presidencies: Reagan and Bush (41) [Research paper 
discussions] 
 Greenstein, chs. 10-11 
 Milkis/Nelson, ch. 12 
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23. Thursday, Nov. 21 – From the Post-Cold War Era to the 21st Century: Clinton and Bush (43) 
[Research paper discussions] 
 Greenstein, chs. 12-13 
 Milkis/Nelson, chs. 13-14 
 
24. Tuesday, Nov. 26 – Writing Workshop III: Research Paper 
 
NO CLASSES NOVEMBER 27-DECEMBER 1 [THANKSGIVING RECESS] 
 
25. Tuesday, Dec. 3 – Evaluating the Obama and Trump Presidencies 
 Greenstein, ch. 14 
 Milkis/Nelson, ch. 15 
 
26. Thursday, Dec. 5 – Conclusion: The Future of the Presidency 
 Greenstein, ch. 14 
 Cronin et al, ch. 9 
 
WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 11, 12 P.M. – RESEARCH PAPER DUE, 316 SHAPIRO 
FAMILY BUILDING 
 
TUESDAY, DECEMBER 17, 1:30-3:30 P.M. – FINAL EXAM ESSAY DUE, 316 
SHAPIRO FAMILY BUILDING 
 

SHORT ESSAY 
 

The first major writing assignment in this course will be a short (750-1,000 words) essay that 
evaluates the contributions of a President from Thomas Jefferson through Herbert Hoover.  The 
paper must present an argument about strengths and weaknesses in presidential leadership, and 
consequences for the institution of the American presidency, and use evidence to develop those 
points.  The Greenstein and Milkis/Nelson texts may serve as the primary sources for this essay, 
but at least three additional sources must also be used.  Each source must be cited in the paper 
and bibliography, and no more than one WWW source may count toward the requirement.  
Essays must meet the format and documentation requirements for the research paper, as 
described below.  
 

RESEARCH PAPER DISCUSSIONS 
 

Each student will participate in a discussion about your research paper topic during our case 
studies of the modern presidents.  In the first few weeks of the semester, I will ask you to 
identify a research paper topic, which we will confirm shortly thereafter.  See discussion of 
research paper below for specifics. 
 
On your discussion date (to be set in class), you will answer a few questions about your paper 
topic from the instructor and your classmates.  This informal discussion will focus on your work 
in progress to assist you in developing your research paper. 
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To prepare for the discussion, you will be responsible for the following: 
 

• Preparing either 3-4 PowerPoint slides or a 1-2 page outline about your work in progress 
for your research paper, and sending to the instructor by 5 p.m. the day before your 
discussion.  Each student’s slides or outline will be posted on Blackboard, so the class 
may review before the discussion. 
 

• Considering possible questions about your topic that may be raised in the discussion.  We 
will spend about five minutes discussing each student’s paper topic in class.     
 

To assist you with your research paper, the instructor will provide comments on your outline or 
slides and your responses to questions according to the sheet below.  Absence on the day of your 
discussion will dock your paper grade by two grades (A becomes a B+, A- becomes a B, etc.).   
 
The success of these discussions will depend on student involvement, both from the person 
answering questions and the audience.  Students should prepare questions for each discussion.   
 

RESEARCH PAPER 
ASSIGNMENT 
 
As noted earlier, each student must write a 3,000-word research paper for this course.  (Word 
count is exclusive of title page, citations, and bibliography.)  The research paper is an 
opportunity for you to study a modern president of your choice more closely than we can in 
class.  In the early weeks of the semester you will select a president and decide upon a topic, 
with instructor approval.  Your paper should be a focused analysis of an episode in that 
president’s administration that reveals useful lessons for future presidents.   
 
You should not attempt to produce an exhaustive study of your president – such an analysis 
would take well over the word requirement, and is far too large a subject for the scope of this 
paper.  Instead, you should pick an event in the presidency you are studying and examine it with 
an analytical question in mind.  For example, “What happened to President Clinton’s health 
care reform initiative?” is a descriptive question.  But “Why was President Clinton unable to pass 
a major health care reform bill in his first term?” is an analytical question, and one that is of 
interest to political scientists. 
 
In this course, we will examine several theoretical frameworks in presidency studies that will 
help you to develop an analytical question and to organize your paper.  Your theoretical 
framework reveals the broader question in presidency studies that your case study will address.  
You may work with a single framework, modify it slightly (with instructor approval), or employ 
a combination of frameworks (with instructor approval), depending on your research question.  
Potential theoretical frameworks include the following: 
 

• Paradoxes of presidential leadership developed by Thomas E. Cronin et al 
• Presidential leadership qualities identified by Fred I. Greenstein 
• Model for presidential power developed by Richard E. Neustadt  
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With instructor approval, you also may employ another framework from presidency studies, if 
the above choices are not well-suited to your analysis. 
 
FINDING A TOPIC 
 
In selecting your paper topic, you should consider which president from FDR through Barack 
Obama holds particular interest for you and why.  Greenstein’s The Presidential Difference will 
be especially helpful here.  You also should talk with the instructors or peer teacher about 
possible topics or sources that will help you pick a topic.  The myriad research sources on the 
modern presidency include memoirs, scholarly analyses, compilations of each president’s public 
addresses, and much more.  You will not be expected to master this material for your paper, but 
you should have a clear understanding of how much material exists on your topic, as that will 
help you to see what others have studied and which areas merit further attention. 
 
While the following list hardly covers all topics on each president, it provides some instructive 
possibilities: 
 
FDR: First hundred days, New Deal, “court-packing” plan, creation of the Executive Office of 
the President, World War II. 
 
Truman: Atomic bomb, Truman Doctrine, “Fair Deal,” 1948 election, civil rights, 
McCarthyism, Korea. 
 
Eisenhower: Korea, McCarthyism, school desegregation, civil rights, “hidden-hand” leadership. 
 
Kennedy: Bay of Pigs invasion, Cuban missile crisis, civil rights, Vietnam, Peace Corps. 
 
Johnson: Vietnam, 1964 election, civil rights, “Great Society” programs. 
 
Nixon: “Détente” with Soviet Union and China, Supreme Court appointments, welfare 
legislation, Watergate, resignation.  
 
Ford: Application of 25th Amendment, vice presidential selection, Nixon pardon, 1976 
campaign. 
 
Carter: Panama Canal, Camp David, hostage crisis, energy crisis, “national malaise” speech. 
 
Reagan: Tax reform, 1984 election, Cold War leadership, Supreme Court appointments, Iran-
contra scandal. 
 
Bush (41): 1988 and 1992 elections, reversal of “no new taxes” pledge, Gulf War, Cold War, 
vice presidential selection. 
 
Clinton: Health care reform, 1994 midterm elections, shutdown of federal government, 
impeachment and its consequences, Northern Ireland, Middle East.  
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Bush (43): 2001 tax cut, judicial appointments, Department of Homeland Security, Afghanistan, 
Iraq, response to Hurricane Katrina, 2004 re-election, 2002 and 2006 congressional midterm 
elections, treatment of detainees, combating terrorism, surveillance, immigration. 
 
Obama: 2009 stimulus package, 2010 Affordable Care Act, 2012 re-election, 2010 and 2014 
congressional midterm elections, shutdown of federal government and consequences, 
immigration (DACA and DAPA), judicial appointments, foreign policy. 
 
RESEARCH 
 
In conducting research for this paper, you will not have trouble finding sources about your 
president – but you will need to spend some time selecting sources that are relevant to your 
topic.  Picking the first four books you find in the library catalog will not provide the most useful 
information for your paper.  In examining possible sources, you need to consider whether the 
source will be helpful for your topic, the information it provides, the reliability of the source (Ex. 
Scholarly research based on government documents vs. disgruntled official’s memoirs), and the 
questions it may raise for further analysis. 
 
Your final paper should contain a bibliography of at least 12 sources, and each source must be 
cited in the paper.  Course texts do not count toward the 12-source minimum, and the 
bibliography is not included in the word count for the paper.  Your research needs to draw 
on a range of sources, which must include at least two sources from each of the following 
(course texts may be used, but do not count toward number or type of sources): 
 
• Books 
• Scholarly journals (Ex. American Political Science Review, Foreign Affairs, Journal of 

American History, Political Science Quarterly, Presidential Studies Quarterly) 
• Government documents (Public Papers of the Presidents, congressional hearings, etc.) 
• Newspapers or periodicals (Ex. New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, 

Atlantic, Economist, Politico, www.realclearpolitics.com ) 
  
The World Wide Web (WWW) contains a vast array of resources, many of which may be useful 
in your research.  You need to evaluate material from the WWW just as carefully as you review 
printed material.  For example, who is publishing the website that you are using – an interest 
group, think tank, political party, newspaper, business, individual?  The biases of the author 
affect the credibility of the material and need to be considered carefully in deciding whether the 
source is adequate for your research. Also be sure to collect full bibliographical information 
for any source on the WWW that you use. (See below.) 
 
FORMAT/WRITING OF RESEARCH PAPER 
 
• Paper must be typed and double-spaced, and have page numbers.  Be sure to include the 

comment sheet from your group presentation with your paper.   
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• Paper should contain a title page with a thoughtful and creative title, as well as an 
introduction, body, and conclusion, with subheads to separate the sections.  

 
• Be sure to provide complete citations (footnotes, endnotes, or in-text citations) 

whenever you quote from or paraphrase a source.  Cite all sources in bibliography. 
 
• The best writing is clear and direct.  Do not waste space with long-winded phrases or 

convoluted sentences.  Say precisely what you mean.  Avoid slang and passive voice. 
 
• Double-check your spelling, grammar, and punctuation. 

 
DOCUMENTATION 
 
Students must document all of their work in this course.  Needless to say, whatever you submit 
should be in your own words.  Direct copying of a text, or even copying the basic structure of 
the text while changing a few words here and there, constitutes plagiarism.  Failure to attribute 
information taken from sources also is plagiarism.   
 
Be sure to cite all sources that you use, not just for direct quotations but also for ideas, facts, etc.  
The documentation must leave no doubt about the source of ideas, words, data, or products of 
another person or about the specific nature and source of the collaboration or assistance received.  
Any student who plagiarizes will automatically receive a failing grade in the course and will 
be reported to the Office of the Provost for further disciplinary action.  See the professor 
with questions. 
 
HOFSTRA UNIVERSITY POLICIES 
 
For specific policies about Academic Dishonesty; Student Access Services; Deadlines and 
Grading Policies; Discrimination, Harassment, Sexual Misconduct; Absences for Religious 
Observance, see Hofstra Policies for students at University Policies for Course Syllabi. 
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Hofstra University 
Department of Political Science 

PSC 121: The American Presidency 
Fall 2019 

 
RESEARCH PAPER DISCUSSION 

 
Name: 
 
I. Slides or Outline 

A. Research question 
B. Significance of topic 
C. Argument and plan for analysis 

 
II. Analysis 

A. Evidence/examples 
B. Consideration of opposing views 
C. Transitions  

 
III. Response to Questions 

A. Clarity of thought 
B. Specifics 

 
IV. Style 

A. Clear speaking 
B. Eye contact with class 
C. Smooth delivery 
D. Preparation 

 
VI. Comments 
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Hofstra University 
Department of Political Science 

PSC 121: The American Presidency 
Fall 2019 

 
Research Paper (250 points) 

 
Name: 
 
I. Introduction 

A. Research question 
B. Significance 
C. Theoretical framework 

 D. Clearly articulated thesis statement      
 
II. Empirical Material 

A. Well-organized sections separated by substantive subheads 
B. Strong topic sentences 
C. Balanced presentation of issues 
D. Sufficient evidence and thorough analysis 
E. Transitions 
 

III. Conclusion 
A. Elaboration of thesis statement 
B. Implications of research for presidency studies 
 

IV. Style  
 A. Well-written paragraphs 
 B. Proper grammar and word choice 
 C. Logical construction of argument 
 D. Proper documentation 
 
V. Administration  
 A. Title page with word count (exclusive of citations, bibliography) and creative title  

B. 3,000 words minimum (exclusive of title page, citations, bibliography) 
 C. No spelling or punctuation errors 
 D. Correct format for citations and bibliography 

E. Proper range and number of sources (course texts not included) 
F. Research paper in-class discussion (with evaluation sheet included) 

 G. Typed, double-spaced, page numbers 
 
VI.  Comments 
 


