
Graduate Seminar: The Federal Government and Social Policy 

Professor Daniel Sledge 

Meeting Time: Spring 2014, Mondays, 7.00pm-9.50pm 

Office Location: UH 408; Email Address: dsledge@uta.edu ; Office Hours: Tuesday and Thursday, 1.00pm-
2.00pm and by appointment 

Description of Course Content: The question of what role the federal government should play in social policy is a 
central theme of contemporary American politics. Long called into question by opponents of the American welfare 
state, the federal government's attempts to provide for the retirement of elderly citizens and alleviate poverty and 
inequality were placed under further pressure, and in some cases transformed, by the ascendancy of a new 
conservative politics beginning with the Reagan presidency. This course examines the public policies that emerged 
from the federal government’s attempts to create a social “safety net” for American citizens beginning in the 1930s 
and  to confront deep-seated problems such as poverty during the 1960s. It also deals with the far less overt role of 
federal "tax expenditures" in prompting private actors to provide services such as employer-sponsored health 
insurance. Finally, the course examines attempts to alter, roll back, or expand the federal role in social policy over 
the past thirty years. Please be aware that some aspects of this syllabus are subject to later revision. 

Student Learning Outcomes: Students will demonstrate an understanding of 1) theories of welfare state 
development, 2) theories of welfare state retrenchment, and 3) central features of the politics of social policy in the 
contemporary United States, including the role of policy feedback, ideology, and tax expenditures. 

Requirements:  Students are expected to attend all course meetings and to read all course materials. Students are 
expected to turn in all assignments on time and to take all exams in the allotted period. All written assignments must 
be handed in in hard copy on the due date. 

Required Textbooks and Other Course Materials: Required Texts: Federalism and the Making of America, by 
David Brian Robertson; The Submerged State, by Suzanne Mettler; Remedy and Reaction, by Paul Starr; The Tea 
Party and the Remaking of Republican Conservatism, by Skocpol and Williamson. All are available in the university 
bookstore 

This course has a number of readings that come from academic journals. These readings should be accessed through 
the UTA library system. Additional readings are selections from books and will be available through the electronic 
reserve system. 

I strongly suggest that you print out the PDFs of course readings, underline important passages, and take marginal 
notes. Doing so will help you to both process and retain the course material. 

Descriptions of major assignments and examinations: The course will have two exams, which will contain both 
short answer and essay questions. Each exam is worth 30% of your final grade. A 7-10 page essay in response to an 
assigned question will be worth 15% of your final grade. A research paper, dealing with a topic developed by the 
student and emerging from the content of the class, is worth 15% of your final grade. A paper proposal is required, 
and topics must be approved. Turning in a final paper without getting the topic approved will result in an “F” on the 
assignment. 10% of your grade will be based on participation and on a presentation dealing with weekly readings. 
 
Presentation Guidelines  

1) Distribute handouts. Design your handout so that it will be of use to your colleagues later 
when they review the material. 

2) Your oral presentation should offer summaries of all assigned readings. These summaries 
should include a discussion of the central arguments made by the authors and a 



discussion of the evidence used to make these arguments. Where appropriate, please 
indicate whether you find the author’s arguments to be persuasive (and why or why not). 

3) As part of your presentation, please prepare approximately three questions about each 
reading. We will use these questions as a starting point for class discussions. 

 

Attendance: You are expected to attend each class session and to participate in class discussions. 

Grading: F: Below 60% ; D: 60-70 ; C-: 70-72, C: 73-76, C+: 77-79 ; B-: 80-82, B: 83-86, B+: 87-89; A-: 90-92, A: 
93-98, A+: 99-100% 

Drop Policy: Students may drop or swap (adding and dropping a class concurrently) classes through self-service in 
MyMav from the beginning of the registration period through the late registration period. After the late registration 
period, students must see their academic advisor to drop a class or withdraw. Undeclared students must see an 
advisor in the University Advising Center. Drops can continue through a point two-thirds of the way through the 
term or session. It is the student's responsibility to officially withdraw if they do not plan to attend after registering. 
Students will not be automatically dropped for non-attendance. Repayment of certain types of financial aid 
administered through the University may be required as the result of dropping classes or withdrawing. For more 
information, contact the Office of Financial Aid and Scholarships (http://wweb.uta.edu/ses/fao). 
  
Americans with Disabilities Act: The University of Texas at Arlington is on record as being committed to both the 
spirit and letter of all federal equal opportunity legislation, including the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). All 
instructors at UT Arlington are required by law to provide "reasonable accommodations" to students with 
disabilities, so as not to discriminate on the basis of that disability. Any student requiring an accommodation for this 
course must provide the instructor with official documentation in the form of a letter certified by the staff in the 
Office for Students with Disabilities, University Hall 102. Only those students who have officially documented a 
need for an accommodation will have their request honored. Information regarding diagnostic criteria and policies 
for obtaining disability-based academic accommodations can be found at www.uta.edu/disability or by calling the 
Office for Students with Disabilities at (817) 272-3364. 

Academic Integrity: I take cheating extremely seriously. Cheating or plagiarism will result, without 
exception, in an “F.” All instances of cheating or plagiarism will be reported. At UT Arlington, academic 
dishonesty is completely unacceptable and will not be tolerated in any form, including (but not limited to) “cheating, 
plagiarism, collusion, the submission for credit of any work or materials that are attributable in whole or in part to 
another person, taking an examination for another person, any act designed to give unfair advantage to a student or 
the attempt to commit such acts” (UT System Regents’ Rule 50101, §2.2). Suspected violations of academic 
integrity standards will be referred to the Office of Student Conduct. Violators will be disciplined in accordance 
with University policy, which may result in the student’s suspension or expulsion from the University. 

Student Support Services: UT Arlington provides a variety of resources and programs designed to help students 
develop academic skills, deal with personal situations, and better understand concepts and information related to 
their courses. Resources include tutoring, major-based learning centers, developmental education, advising and 
mentoring, personal counseling, and federally funded programs. For individualized referrals, students may contact 
the Maverick Resource Hotline by calling 817-272-6107, sending a message to resources@uta.edu, or visiting 
www.uta.edu/resources. 

Electronic Communication: UT Arlington has adopted MavMail as its official means to communicate with 
students about important deadlines and events, as well as to transact university-related business regarding financial 
aid, tuition, grades, graduation, etc. All students are assigned a MavMail account and are responsible for checking 
the inbox regularly. There is no additional charge to students for using this account, which remains active even after 
graduation. Information about activating and using MavMail is available at 
http://www.uta.edu/oit/cs/email/mavmail.php. 



Student Feedback Survey: At the end of each term, students enrolled in classes categorized as lecture, seminar, or 
laboratory will be asked to complete an online Student Feedback Survey (SFS) about the course and how it was 
taught. Instructions on how to access the SFS system will be sent directly to students through MavMail 
approximately 10 days before the end of the term. UT Arlington’s effort to solicit, gather, tabulate, and publish 
student feedback data is required by state law; student participation in the SFS program is voluntary. 

Final Review Week: A period of five class days prior to the first day of final examinations in the long sessions shall 
be designated as Final Review Week. The purpose of this week is to allow students sufficient time to prepare for 
final examinations. During this week, there shall be no scheduled activities such as required field trips or 
performances; and no instructor shall assign any themes, research problems or exercises of similar scope that have a 
completion date during or following this week unless specified in the class syllabus. During Final Review Week, an 
instructor shall not give any examinations constituting 10% or more of the final grade, except makeup tests and 
laboratory examinations. In addition, no instructor shall give any portion of the final examination during Final 
Review Week. During this week, classes are held as scheduled. In addition, instructors are not required to limit 
content to topics that have been previously covered; they may introduce new concepts as appropriate. 

Week 1, January 13th: Introduction, no reading. 

Week 2, Jan. 20: Martin Luther King Jr. Day, no class 
 
Week 3, Jan 27: Foundations 
Paul Pierson and Theda Skocpol, “Historical Institutionalism in Contemporary Political Science,” in Political 
Science: State of the Discipline (course reserve); Jill Quadagno and Debra Street, “Ideology and Public Policy: 
Antistatism in American Welfare State Transformation,” Journal of Policy History, January 2005; Margitta Matzke, 
“Welfare Policies and Welfare States: Generalization in the Comparative Study of Policy History,” Journal of Policy 
History, July 2009; Hacker, “Bringing the Welfare State Back In,” Journal of Policy History, vol 17, no 1, 2005. 
  
Week 4, Feb. 3: Federalism and The Progressive Era 
Robertson, “Introduction,” “Federalism at the Founding,” “Progressive Reform,” in Federalism and the Making of 
America, Roy Lubove, “Origins of Workmen’s Compensation,” “Health Insurance: Made in Germany,” in Struggle 
for Social Security (course reserve). Novak, “The Myth of the ‘Weak’ American State,” American Historical 
Review, June 2008. 
  
Week 5, Feb 10: The New Deal 
Robertson, “The New Deal,” in Federalism. Katznelson, “American With a Difference,” “Jim Crow Congress,” 
“Radical Moment,” in Fear Itself. Lowi, “Government and President in the Traditional System,” “The Legacies of 
FDR,” in The Personal President (course reserve). Fishback, “The New Deal,” in Government and the American 
Economy: A New History (course reserve). 
  
Week 6, Feb. 17: War and Public Policy 
Porter, “The Mirror Image of War,” “War and the American Government,” in War and the Rise of the State (course 
reserve); Saldin, “The Good War,” in War, The American State, and Politics Since 1898; Sledge, “War, Tropical 
Disease, and the Emergence of National Public Health Capacity in the United States,” Studies in American Political 
Development, October 2012.  
 
Week 7, Feb. 24: EXAM 
   
Week 8, March 3: Thinking About Policy Development 
Pierson, “Not Just What, but When: Timing and Sequence in Political Processes,” Studies in American Political 
Development, Spring 2000. Sheingate, “Political Entrepreneurship, Institutioanl Change, and American Political 
Development,” in Studies in American Political Development, October 2003. Skowronek. “Presidential Leadership 
in Political Time,” in Presidential Leadership in Political Time (course reserve); Mayhew, “The Realignments 
Perspective,” in Electoral Realignments, (course reserve). 
 
Week 9, March 10: Spring Break, No Class. 



 
Week 10, March 17: Health Insurance in the U.S. 
Hacker, “The Historical Logic of National Health Insurance: Structure and Sequence in the Development of British, 
Canadian, and U.S. Medical Policy,” Studies in American Political Development, Spring 1998. Starr, “Introduction,” 
“Evolution through Defeat,” in Remedy and Reaction. 
 
Week 11, March 24: The Great Society 
Robertson, “Federalism and Race,” “Liberal Activism and Intergovernmental Relations,” in Federalism and the 
Making of America; Skowronek, “Franklin Roosevelt’s Reconstruction,” “Lyndon Johnson’s Articulation” in 
Politics Presidents Make (course reserve); Goldwater, “Perils of Power,” “States’ Rights,” “And Civil Rights,” in 
Conscience of a Conservative (course reserve); Derthick, “Crossing Thresholds: Federalism in the 1960s,” in 
Keeping the Compound Republic (course reserve).  
 
Week 12: March 31: Age of Reagan  
Robertson, “Federalism and Conservative Governance after 1980,” in Federalism. Steinmo, “The United States: 
Strong Nation- Weak State,” in The Evolution of Modern States (course reserve). Pierson, “Introduction” and 
“Retrenchment in a Core Sector: Old-Age Pensions,” from Dismantling the Welfare State? (course reserve). 
 
Week 13, April 7: Rethinking the Welfare State 
Short Essay Due, 7-10pg. Starr, “Shaping of the Clinton Health Plan,” “Getting to No,” in Remedy and Reaction. 
Graebner, “The End of Liberalism: Narrating Welfare’s Decline, from the Moynihan Report (1965) to the Personal 
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act,” Journal of Policy History, April 2002; Oberlander, “Through the 
Looking Glass: The Politics of the Medicare Prescription Drug, Improvement, and Modernization Act,” Journal of 
Health Politics, Policy, and Law, April 2007. 
 
Week 14, April 14: Age of Obama 
Mettler, “Governance Unseen,” “Politics of the Submerged State,” “Sustaining and Expanding the Submerged 
State,” in Submerged State. Starr, “Rise of a Reform Consensus,” “Affordable Care Act as Public Philosophy,” in 
Remedy and Reaction. Skocpol and Williamson, “Introduction: ‘I Want My Country Back!’” in The Tea Party and 
the Remaking of Republican Conservatism. 
 
Week 15, April 21: The Tea Party 
Skocpol and Williamson, “Behind the Costumes and Signs,” “What They Believe: Ideas and Passions,” “Mobilized 
Grassroots and Roving Billionaires,” “How the Tea Party Boosts the GOP and Prods it Rightward,” “Tea Party and 
American Democracy,” in Tea Party. Mettler, “Toward Visible and Vibrant Democracy,” in Submerged State. 
 
Week 16, April 28: Exam 
 
 
Final paper due in hard copy in my mailbox by 4.30pm on May 7th. 


