PLSC 083, First-Year Seminar
Prof. Baumgartner
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September 17, 2007

Paper assignment for Monday September 17, 2007.

This document is both a set of instructions for your paper and a template for what the paper should look like.  In fact, you should use this document to write your paper.  Save this word file as a new file with the name:  “PLSC083_paper1_yourlastname.doc” and email it to Baumgartner before class on September 17.  Also bring a printed copy.  I will keep an electronic copy on file, and it’s possible that I’ll give you comments in track-changes.  Anyway, I want electronic copies of all your papers.

Note that this paper uses A-level headings.  Get used to that.

OK, here’s the assignment:

Every American citizen  gets just one vote (whether they use it or not!), but people can join as many interest groups as they like and they can be as active as they like in politics; this is a constitutional right, in fact. The government cannot restrict it.  As a result of this constitutional right, different groups in society are much better organized and speak to government with a much louder voice than others.  Examples of well organized groups would be doctors, the elderly, bankers, real estate agents, organized labor, and large businesses; you could think of many others.  Some groups that are very poorly organized into the interest group system are: students, poor people, the unemployed, working people not in unions, or people who believe in particular causes like vegetarianism; again, you could think of other examples.

Pick a public policy issue of your choice, or a social constituency that interests you.  So the issue might be nuclear power, smoking, or gun control, or the social constituency might be real estate agents, lawyers, patients in hospitals, a particular ethnic group, students, poor people, or whatever you like.  In the first paragraph of the paper, explain what your issue or population group is, and describe what you are going to discuss in the subsequent pages (note, write this paragraph LAST).

Next, consult the Associations Unlimited database available through the Library:  http://www.libraries.psu.edu/ > Databases by title (A-Z list) > Associations Unlimited > Custom Search (remember to limit your search to “National Associations” and not to include international ones or state and regional ones).  Search for organizations active on your issue or representing the constituency you have chosen.  Discard the false hits.  Make sure you have a good handle on what you found, that your search worked well.  Don’t assume your search worked right the first time; try out different keywords to make sure.  Spend an hour on it.

After you are certain that your search has worked pretty well (and if you decide you can’t get a search to work well, or that there are no groups at all interested in your topic, then drop that topic and pick a new one where you can complete the assignment).  Describe the constellation of interest groups active on your issue.  First, give an overview of how many there are, on the different sides of the issue.  Is it just one huge group like the AARP and all the others are teeny?  Or are there many significant organizations, each specialized in some particular aspect of the issue?  Or are there so many that you can’t even describe them all, except to give a count?

Second, pick two or three of the most prominent organizations on one side of the issue and describe what they do, how large they are, what their budgets are, their staff size, etc.  Do NOT plagiarize the source, that is, put it in your own words, don’t just cut and paste it.  If you want, you can organize the information into a table summarizing the main points or the characteristics of the most prominent groups.
Third, do the same for organizations on the other side, if there are any.  So, if your issue is nuclear power, describe the major pro-nuclear groups, and then the most important anti-nuclear groups.  If your issue is homelessness, describe the most important groups that represent them, and since there are no groups explicitly opposed to them, per se, you can skip that section.

Fourth, assess the make-up of the group system in your chosen area.  Is it a fair fight?  Is one side better organized than the other?  Why?  Does the system of group representation in your area promote democracy or inhibit it?  Link what you have found to what Nownes has described in the chapters that you have read so far.  What theoretical perspectives from Chapter 2 in Nownes, or which we have discussed in class, help explain this distribution of groups?
Do all this in 5 pages, double spaced.  Include references.
How to do your references?  Use this as a guide: http://www.wisc.edu/writing/Handbook/DocAPSA.html.
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