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General Overview: 

The following group assignment was planned and in the original syllabus before the COVID-19 
emergency, and is now adapted to online course delivery in a COVID-19 world. 

We have almost reached the post-primary stage of the presidential campaign process.  That is a 
normal campaign phase, but with the COVID-19 national emergency, all the campaigns are 
pivoting from a primary/caucus strategy, to a general election strategy.  The strategy (and tactics) 
needed to win the general election are distinct from the nomination phase of the campaign, and 
these candidates want to be ready!!    

 Imagine a hypothetical situation.   

You are a partner in a national political consulting firm.   Imagine that one of the 
remaining top presidential campaigns (Biden, Sanders and Trump –your group can 
decide who) have approached your political consulting firm and has asked you to 
revise the campaign communication strategy in anticipation of the general election, 
and in light of COVID-19.  The campaign wants you to assume that the candidate 
will win the party nomination.  

The main question:   How should the campaign’s electoral and communication 
strategy shift from partisan voters in primary/caucus states, to general election 
independent/swing voters in the battleground states?   Your consulting firm must 
devise a plan based on evidence and past presidential campaign practices.  

 

The assignment supports the QU Essential Learning Outcomes of Inquiry & Analysis, Effective 
Communication and Intercultural Citizenship & Responsibility.  It is designed to guide you 
through the kind of research and writing that one might do as a communication strategy 
consultant.  The collaborative teamwork skills and knowledge you will be learning and 
exercising are transferrable to many fields and professions where strategic communication and 
analysis of data are important.  In the long term, this is a civic education project intended to give 
you a stronger foundation for reflective citizenship and a sharper critical awareness of political 
strategy when you observe or participate in any future political activity.   Finally, this is your 
chance to bring together the knowledge you have been gaining in the semester.   

Academic integrity principles and policies (stated in the course syllabus and the university 
website) are strictly applied on this entire assignment.  This is especially true, in the “stump 



speech outline” and “battleground state” parts of the report.  It is good to borrow ideas and use 
facts found by others – integrity means you give a citation for your source! 

 

Procedures: 

The seminar will be broken into three or four COLLABORATIVE WORK TEAMS with five to 
six students in each team.   Every collaborative work team should create a professional-sounding 
firm name. It is fine to be realistic and creative with names or logos.   

Team membership will be formed by each student declaring in an online survey a first, second 
and third preference for Biden, Trump or Sanders as their “client.”  The decision should not 
necessarily reflect the team members’ “preferred winner” of the presidency.  The Instructor will 
be guided by student preferences in creating diverse teams.  Every effort will be made to place 
students into teams with similar first or second choices of client.  It is possible and actually 
preferable if all the teams were to choose the same client.    

Once teams are formed, each collaborative work team will decide for collectively whether they 
will write proposals for Trump, Sanders or Biden.   This is not about who you “wish” would win 
the election. Professional firms must be comfortable with a candidate, and candidates need 
hardheaded, realistic evidence-based analysis and advice – not cheerleading and not ego-
stroking.   It is ok for all the teams to select all the same candidate.   

Finally,  collaborative work teams are….collaborative!  You will see there are several parts and 
phases in this project. Out of fairness and in the interest of gaining experience with collaborative 
enterprises in general, the broad norms we will follow in this project are that (1) each team 
member should play at least a minor supporting role in every phase of the project dossier, (2) 
Every phase or segment of the project dossier must have at least two team members as major 
primary role, responsible for leading and coordinating, and (3)  No team member may be 
burdened with a primary role on more than five segments of the dossier. 

 

When are your DEADLINES? 

Because of the online transition and uncertainty about the technology, we will need to produce 
these parts of the project in preliminary phases, with a final revised and complete dossier due 
April 26, and teams will do live presentations in the week of April 27.  All the preliminary parts 
should be revised and pulled together for the final Dossier. 

Working as collaborative work teams is not supposed to be easy but it may be very difficult for 
many of you.  Please keep me and each other in the loop on problems!  We will get through this!   
To facilitate this a little bit, I propose a default plan where groups will be expected to have at 
least one regular class period for synchronous group work (I propose Wednesday 12:05 to 
12:55).  A group meeting time in the scheduled class period will not diminish the regular class 
work for that day, since general class presentations will online asynchronous for that day 
anyhow. 



DEADLINES:  

* APRIL 5: Current Stump Speech Critique & Revision plan – Due on Blackboard by 
end of day on Sunday April 5.  Your team does not need to have a new revised stump 
speech by this date (if you have started to develop it, you can include a draft optionally).  
Stump speeches and how they are structured were always a part of the course plan pre-
COVID-19, and so now the information and learning materials will be accessible to you 
on Blackboard. 

*APRIL 14:  SWOT and Battleground State strategy Sections:  Drafts due on 
Blackboard before end of day Tuesday APRIL 14. 

*APRIL 19: Independent/Swing Voter Analysis:  Drafts uploaded to Blackboard before 
end of day Sunday April 19 

*APRIL 26:  THE FINAL DOSSIER REPORT –  all parts revised, in a professional-
looking dossier format, and including the final version of your revised and targeted new 
Stump Speech outline.  Upload to Blackboard by end of day April 26.  All students will 
be expected to access and read the dossiers as part of peer evaluation and discussion. 

*APRIL 27 and 29:  Pitch Sessions.  Dates for each team chosen by lot.  25 minutes per 
team, followed by class discussion and review.  See below on what your team’s 
presentation must include. Due to technological difficulties of doing a “group 
presentation” I will need more time to figure out how it should be done – synchronous, 
asynchronous or some combination. Be patient, it will be all right! 

 

What are the DETAILED REQUIREMENTS? 

For this project, your Consulting Firm will create a proposal to re-set the campaign for 
your candidate.  Due to time limitations, group size and backgrounds, the instructor has 
simplified and limited the expectations for the teams, and you will see the limitations in the 
descriptions of the project. It may be useful to bear in mind that your job is to think about 
strategy, not tactics.  Though strategy and tactics can get blurry as a campaign unfolds in time, 
strategy is a general plan to win the 2020 election, while tactics is about the means used to 
actually win the election.    

What follows are the required parts.  Teams are free to add other pieces or creative 
enhancements beyond these requirements. The Dossier should be in PDF format. 

I. Cover Page --  must include firm name and title such as “General Campaign 
Strategy proposal for [candidate].  
 

II. Cover letter:   a one-page letter, addressed to the candidate.  Introduces the name of 
your firm, and makes a basic “pitch” for why the candidate should hire you to handle 
the campaign’s communication strategy.  The cover letter should briefly introduce 
each part of the proposal. 



 
III. Table of Contents. One page.  List each section and each appendix and list the 

PRIMARY persons (at least two) responsible for that section.  For example, SWOT 
(Jane Smith, John Doe).  Battleground Strategy (Diana Prince and Bruce 
Wayne),  etc. 

 

IV. Required Substantive Sections (these are the minimum acceptable sections) 
 

A. SWOT Analysis:  1-2 pages.  A hardheaded and evidence-based summary 
assessment of the candidate’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats.   
SWOT  should be 1 or 2 pages, and the team may choose a four-square matrix or a 
straightforward  “bullet point” text.  It is easy to Google alternative formats for 
SWOT.  
 

B. Revised Stump Speech.  This is a longer section because you will be analyzing the 
current stump speech of your candidate, and then creating a very detailed  outline (not 
a speech word-for-word text) of a new general election stump speech, aimed 
primarily at swing voters in battleground states.   

 
Here is the procedure:  Once your team has established a Battleground strategy, and 
you have done an analysis of two battleground states, you will need to use that 
information to revise the candidate stump speech so that it can target the 
swing/independent voters in those top TWO battleground states you are 
recommending should receive the most resources to win.   If you are following the 
news, you’ll know that this calibration is already occurring in the campaigns right 
now – not only in response to COVID-19 but changing the target audience from 
primary voters to general election voters.   The stump speeches must become shorter, 
more focused on the issues most important issues to swing voters in the battleground 
states you have   

 
The candidate’s stump speech in the nomination phase was aimed at primary partisan 
voters, and they tended to be too long and rambling.  You will need to make a 
detailed outline and structure for a new stump speech – one that is more brief, and 
focused on appealing to independent voters in specifically targeted battleground 
states. This is a normal phase of the campaign and the candidates are already revising 
their stump speeches and re-shuffling communication teams in real time.    Your 
stump speech should follow the classic “MMS” structure that you will learn in the 
class and which is detailed on Blackboard.  
 
Note:  You are NOT being asked to reinvent the candidate!  Rather, your task is to 
START with the current stump speech used by the candidate, and REVISE and 
IMPROVE it.   Your stump speech outline should not “mimic” or make fun of the 



candidate’s rhetorical quirks, but your team should deploy the some of the 
“trademark” lines and speaking mannerisms of the candidate (such as Trump’s insults 
and nicknames, or Biden’s stories of his father in Scranton, or Sanders’ attacks on the 
billionaire class).  In other words, there should be a continuity between the speech as 
it is currently being performed, and the new stump speech your team is making.   
How much continuity is for your team to decide and to justify in the final report.  
 
Therefore, there are TWO PHASES to the Stump Speech section of your team’s 
project. 

1. Current Stump Speech Analysis – a preliminary draft is due on APRIL 
5.  Supply a text transcript  (of the most current stump speech as of 
March 20 or if a transcript is not available, a video).   This is your 
starting foundation. Best place to start looking for a recent rally speech 
is on this link to C-SPAN archives: https://www.c-
span.org/search/?searchtype=Videos&sort=Most+Recent+Airing&seri
esid[]=99S26.   I have uploaded recent speeches to Blackboard for you 
to use, but your team is free to searchand select other sources or more 
current examples.  
 

2. A pointed analysis (2-3 pages – a first draft is due APRIL 5) of the 
current speech and what specific parts should be retained, revised, or 
eliminated.  Remember you have to re-target the speech to the top 
two “most important issues” for the independent/swing voters, in two 
battleground states.  POINTED analysis, in this seminar, means you 
have a speech text that your team has made MSWord “comment 
bubbles” identifying which parts fit the standard stump speech 
structure, which parts should be revised or removed in the new, shorter 
stump speech.  This means also aiming at different issues or rephrasing 
things in ways that reflect the new general election voter audience.  

 
3. A revised stump speech outline.(3-6 pages)      

a. Guidelines: 
i. Should take only 8 minutes to deliver, aimed at 

persuading swing voters in your two top battleground 
states, designed for a small audience of 200 people.  
Remember, it is not good enough or realistic to aim this 
generally at national independent swing voters.  A real 
presidential campaign considers the swing voters in the 
most strategically important battleground states.  That is 
why you will need to  

ii. Detailed Outline.  It is unrealistic to imagine a word-
for-word rendition.  No campaign manager would 
dream of micromanaging the candidate in this way.  

https://www.c-span.org/search/?searchtype=Videos&sort=Most+Recent+Airing&seriesid%5b%5d=99S26
https://www.c-span.org/search/?searchtype=Videos&sort=Most+Recent+Airing&seriesid%5b%5d=99S26
https://www.c-span.org/search/?searchtype=Videos&sort=Most+Recent+Airing&seriesid%5b%5d=99S26


Instead, your detailed outline should follow the classic 
MMS stump speech structure, provide the 
anecdote/story the candidate should tell (should be 
based loosely on reality);  present the most important 
strategic facts on policy issues, presented in the way 
that you want your specific audience to hear (for this 
assignment, do not make up phony facts).  

iii. Your stump speech outline should utilize Microsoft 
Word’s “comment bubbles” so that you can show 
exactly where you got each fact, the purpose of each 
point in terms of persuading your battleground swing 
voter target audience, where you got every slogan, and 
identify every original idea from your team.  For all 
facts or anything that came for a source, it must be 
properly and accurately documented.   

iv. More brief and concise than it is currently.  It should 
take no more than 8 minutes to deliver. 

v. It should be the kind of stump speech that would be 
delivered to a small audience (about 100 people, local 
event or local civic club meeting). 

vi. The speech must frame a case for why voters should 
choose your candidate and reject the other side.  

vii. The revised speech should be more exciting and should 
more vividly illustrate the candidate message, with 
stories and imagery. 

viii. The speech should have strategic facts that are targeted 
to resonate with the target audience of independent 
voters in your two most important battleground states. 

ix. Uses voter survey data to decide on TWO 
issues/problems that independent voters say are “very 
important” and takes positions aimed at appealing to the 
independents in the swing state your team has selected.  
You do not have to have equal coverage of both issues.     

 
 
C. Battleground state Strategy.   Should be 2-3 pages.  The campaign will have a lot of 

money but money and time are finite.   Your team will decide which states should be 
targeted with the majority of your funds for candidate travel and TV/radio advertising 
(Do not give dollar amounts, just use percentages).  Should you spread the money 
around broadly, or concentrate a large majority of resources on the two “must-win” 
states?   You’ll justify your decisions by showing your analysis based on past election 
performance and current polling on the ten key swing states.    For simplicity sake, we 
will count as “battleground states” the 10 closest margin states in the 2016 election, 



or if you have reason to think other states will be close in 2020, your team can include 
them, as long as you can provide data to support your hunch that the state will be 
close in 2020.   

 
Recommended Sources of data on Battleground/Swing States: all available online or 
through Blackboard. 

*https://www.270towin.com/ -- vital as your first step to creating the 
strategy. 

*Schultz D. and Jacob, R. (eds.) 2018.  Presidential Swing States,. 2nd 
edition, Lexington Books (the entire book will be uploaded to Blackboard 
in a .pdf file).   There is a chapter on each one of the swing states (full 
disclosure: Dr. McLean wrote a chapter in the book – please use or ignore 
as you see fit).  

*Quinnipiac University Polling Institute Website 

*Real Clear Politics recent state polls  

*CNN 2016 State Exit Polls: 
https://www.cnn.com/election/2016/results/exit-polls 

*CNN 2018 State Exit Polls:  https://www.cnn.com/election/2018/exit-
polls 

 
D. Independent and Swing Voters in Top Two Battlegrounds.    2-3 pages, covering 

top two battleground states from your battleground strategy.    Once your team has 
established the Battleground strategy, you will need to focus more deeply on swing 
voters and/or independents in the top two Battlegrounds.  Do not focus on states 
where your candidate has the advantage and will probably win.  Remember, 
battlegrounds are states that your team has decided are going to be close, important in 
the electoral college, and that your candidate can win. You will need to analyze and 
decide what are the demographic splits, prior election results (2016 and 2018), local 
concerns, local interests and what are the top two issues scoring as “most important 
issues” in recent publicly available polling data.   Use the sources listed above for 
your research. 
 

https://www.270towin.com/
https://www.cnn.com/election/2016/results/exit-polls
https://www.cnn.com/election/2018/exit-polls
https://www.cnn.com/election/2018/exit-polls

