Political Science Department

Public Policy Minor Field Comprehensive Exam

Spring term 2008

Directions: The exam is organized into three sections.  Read the directions in each section and read all of the examination questions before starting to reply.  We expect that your response will demonstrate breadth and depth of knowledge.  If you use the discretion we have allowed on question 1 to refer to the same literature that you use to reply to the questions you select in Sections 2 and 3, this will count against you.

Section 1: Answer this question.

1.  Much of the policy-relevant political science literature could be described as an attempt to explain why policies are not rational.  A rational policy is one that reflects a well-informed understanding of the problem and the choice of a solution that is likely to be effective.  The political science literature provides various reasons why our expectation that policy should be rational is often not realized.  For example:

· Alternatives are kept off the agenda; 

· Policies aren’t always implemented as planned; 

· Policymakers take action that is intended to be symbolic; 

· Interest groups constrain the possibilities for change; 

· People are ill-informed about government and can’t hold policymakers accountable for their decisions; 

· Policymaking elites are more concerned about their careers than about solving public problems;

· Public opinion wants government to pursue contradictory objectives.

· Constructing majorities may require compromises;
· Institutional structure and incentives embodied in institutions may reduce coherence in policy making.

Select any two examples from the political science literature (you may select topics from or related to the list above or you may create your own) that explain why policies are not rational.  Explain the development of the ideas you selected and summarize the research related to the topics you selected. 

Section 2: Answer one of these two questions.

2.  Assess the extent to which street-level bureaucrats influence the formation and implementation of public policy.  Who are street-level bureaucrats?  What are the sources of power street-level bureaucrats enjoy not only in implementing policy, but in making policy as well?  What factors constrain the exercise of these powers?  Drawing on these ideas and examples from specific programs you are familiar with, explain the conditions you would expect to be most crucial in determining the influence of street-level bureaucrats.  

Section 2 (continued)


3.  Assess the idea that "policy determines politics."  What does this statement mean?  Identify and briefly explain three policy typologies.  To what extent are policy typologies useful heuristics in understanding the connection between characteristics of policies and the politics that follow?  Is the utility of typologies at all undermined by the fact that politics can vary greatly within policy areas (e.g., the observed differences in political activism on the part of clients in various welfare programs)?  Why or why not?

Section 3: Answer one of these two questions.

4.  In recent decades, state governments have emerged as important participants in the national policymaking process.  What is known about the factors that influence decision making at the state level?  Specifically, what factors internal to government influence the policies that states adopt?  To what extent do external factors affect state policy decisions?  Illustrate your answers with examples drawn from several different states and policy domains. 

5.  Journalists and politicians have often expressed the view that divided government is a source of gridlock that prevents the development of solutions to pressing national problems.  Alternatively, divided government has been viewed as an important institutional check on the power of the president.  Outline and explain the main elements of the argument that split party control affects the production of public policy.  What does political science research have to say about this argument, both in the affirmative and to the contrary?  In answering this last question, consider the idea and evidence that intra-branch divisions, as well as inter-branch conflicts, may impact the way in which the policymaking process unfolds.

