
  
 

Social Policy 312: Social Policymaking and Implementation 
Winter 2017 

Mondays and Wednesdays 11-12:20 
Annenberg Hall 303 

 
Instructor:  Cynthia E. Coburn, PhD  

Annenberg 315 
Cynthia.coburn@northwestern.edu 
Office Hours: By appointment 

 
TA:   Abigail Stein (Abby) 
  Annenberg 106 
  abigail.stein32@gmail.com 
  Office Hours: Tuesday 12 -2pm, or by appointment 
 
 

OVERVIEW 
 
Doing high quality policy analysis is important. But the impact of policy analysis is limited if it does 
not find its way into the policymaking process or fails to take into account the complexity of policy 
implementation. In this class, students will learn about the factors that influence policy making, what 
happens to policy as it makes its way through the system and gets played out on the ground, and the 
role of high quality policy analysis in both of these processes. 
 
The course begins with policy making. We will investigate key policy processes such as problem 
framing, agenda setting, policy communities, and research in policymaking. The second half of the 
course will focus on policy implementation. We will consider how policy moves through the system 
and into front-line agencies that interface with the public and carry out policy provisions and 
programs. We will investigate how the relations between levels of government, the proclivities of 
front-line workers like teachers, social workers, or policeman, and organizational history and culture 
influences what policy actually looks like on the ground. 
 
Students will also learn to write and present a policy brief. They will work with a group on a quarter-
long policy analysis project on a pressing social issue that culminates with a briefing and paper. 
Along the way, there will be six class periods devoted to reading about, critiquing, and working to 
develop policy briefs. Students will also write two individual papers related to their briefing topic 
early in the quarter so that they can get individual feedback on their writing and early support for the 
policy analysis project. 
 

COURSE READINGS 
 

There is one required book for this class, which is available for purchase at the university bookstore:  
Bardach, E. (2012). A practical guide for policy analysis: The eightfold path to more effective problem solving. 
Fourth edition. Los Angeles: Sage. 
 
All other readings can be downloaded from the course site on Canvas. 



 
REQUIREMENTS 

 
Group policy analysis project (45% of grade). Students will work in groups of 5-6 to analyze a 
policy issue, prepare a policy briefing (presentation), and write a policy analysis paper. Students will 
choose topics from a list we provide. They will work together for the entire quarter to do the 
analysis and prepare the presentation and final paper. Students will have some time in class to work 
on the policy analysis projects, but the expectation is that students will meet with their group once a 
week outside of class throughout the quarter to keep the project moving forward. Students will also 
be required to meet with instructors with their entire group at least two times to discuss their 
progress. 

• Policy briefing (20% of grade).  Due: In class, either March 6th or March 8th   
• Policy analysis paper (25% of grade). Due: March 14th by 5pm. No late papers will be accepted! 

 
Mini-papers (two papers, each is 18% of grade). In order to give students individual feedback on 
their writing and to provide early feedback on the policy analysis project, there will be three mini-
paper assignments (no more than 3 pages long, double spaced) due along the way. All students 
must complete mini-paper 1. They then must complete either mini-paper 2 or mini-paper 3. 
Each mini-paper is worth 18 percent of your grade. Your grade will be reduced by half a grade (e.g. 
an A- becomes a B+) for each day the paper is late. Mini-papers are due as follows: 

• Mini-paper 1: Framing the problem. Due: February 3 
• Mini-paper 2: Proposing policy solutions. Due: February 17 
• Mini-paper 3: Planning for implementation: Due: February 24 

 
Discussion posts (10% of grade). Students are required to post their thoughts and questions about 
the readings by 7pm the day before each Monday class and 10pm the day before each 
Wednesday class on the relevant Discussion in Canvas. One exception. The first post is due on 
Friday 1/6 by 10pm. The posts do not have to be long (2-3 paragraphs is fine, except for the post 
due 1/15), but they must go beyond simply summarizing the readings. Posts should be substantive 
and thoughtful. For example, students can make connections between the readings and things we’ve 
talked about in class, other readings, or events happening in the real world. They can critique the 
readings. They can raise questions about things they didn’t quite understand. We will give you 
prompts for each post. It may be useful to check the prompts prior to doing the reading for the 
class. Discussion posts make up 10% of your grade. Posts will be assessed in the following way: 

3=Exceptional 
2=Good 
1=Superficial or incomplete 
0=missing 

Late posts result in a reduction of grade by one point. Posts that are more than a week late will be 
counted as missing. 
 
Attendance and participation (9% of grade). This class involves a lot of in-class activities, 
discussion, and small group work. For this reason, class attendance and participation are essential.  It 
is also crucial to read the materials actively and critically, identifying major issues raised and debates 
they engender. The participation grade will reflect the degree to which you come to class prepared to 
discuss the readings. Any unexcused absences or more than two excused absences for the quarter 



will result in a reduction in your grade. Excused absences require instructor permission in advance of 
the class in question. 
 
 

GRADING SCHEME 
 

A 100 to 94   
A- < 94 to 90   
B+ < 90 to 87   
B < 87 to 84   
B- < 84 to 80   
C+ < 80 to 77   
C < 77 to 74   
C- < 74 to 70   
D < 70 to 64   
D- < 64 to 61   
F < 61 to 0   

 
 

ACCOMMODATIONS FOR STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 
 

In compliance with Section 504 of the 1973 Rehabilitation Act and the Americans with Disabilities 
Act, Northwestern University is committed to providing equal access to all programming.  Students 
with disabilities seeking accommodations are encouraged to contact the office of Services for 
Students with Disabilities (SSD) at 467-5530 or ssd@northwestern.edu.  SSD is located in the 
basement of Scott Hall.  SSD also has an excellent web site, which is viewable at: 
http://www.northwestern.edu/disability/ 
 
 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 
 

Students in this course are expected to comply with the policies found in the booklet, "Academic 
Integrity at Northwestern University: A Basic guide".  All papers submitted for credit in this course 
must be sent as email attachments as well as delivered in printed form.  Your written work may be 
electronically tested for plagiarized content.  For details regarding academic integrity at 
Northwestern, visit: http://www.northwestern.edu/uacc/. If you need a copy of the brochure visit 
the SESP Student Affairs Office. 
 
 

SCHEDULE 
 
Tuesday 1/3: Introduction to the course 
 

Key questions: What is public policy? What makes something a public problem? What is 
policy analysis? What is policy implementation?  

 
 



Part I: Social policymaking 
 
Wednesday 1/4: Rational analysis in a non-rational world 

 
Required readings:  

• Moore, M. (1988). What sort of ideas become public ideas? In R. Reich (ed.) The 
power of public ideas. Cambridge: Ballinger Publishing Company. 

• Majone, G. (1988). Policy analysis and public deliberation. In R. Reich The power of 
public ideas. In R. Reich (ed.) The power of public ideas. Cambridge: Ballinger Publishing 
Company. 

 
Friday 1/6: First discussion post due by 10pm 
 

Prompt: In a paragraph or two, tell us who you are, what you care about, and any prior 
classes you've taken that relate somehow to social policy. 

 
 
Monday 1/9: Problem framing 
 

Key questions: What is problem framing? Why is it important in policy debates? Give an 
example of problem framing in current political discourse. Raise any questions you might 
have. 
  
Required readings:  

• Gusfield, J. R. (1984). Introduction: The culture of public problems. In The culture of 
public problems: Drinking, driving and the symbolic order. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. Read up to page 16 only. 

• Stone, D. (2001). Chapter 8: Causes. In Policy paradox: The art of political decision making. 
Third edition. New York: W. W. Norton.  

 
 
Wednesday 1/11: Doing policy analysis, part I 
 

Key questions: What lessons do you take away from the Bardach for your policy analysis 
project? How do Bergeron, Baylor, and Valenti frame the problem? What evidence do they 
provide for this way of framing the problem? What are the strengths and weaknesses of their 
problem frame? 

 
Required readings:  

• Bardach, E. (2012). A practical guide for policy analysis: The eightfold path to more effective 
problem solving. Fourth edition. Los Angeles: Sage. 

o Introduction (pp. xv-xx) 
o Part I: The Eightfold Path, steps 1-2, pp. 1-16 only 

• Bergeron, D. A., Baylor, E., & Valenti, J. (2013). Resetting the trillion-dollar student-loan 
debt problem. Washington DC: Center for American Progress. 

 
 



Monday 1/16: NO CLASS. Martin Luther King Day 
 
Wednesday 1/18: The process of policymaking, part I 
 

Key questions: Think about the 2016 election. What problems gained prominence? Draw on 
Kingdon to identify what factors contributed these problems gaining prominence and not 
others? What evidence is there to support the idea that these factors mattered? How might 
policy analysts influence which problems gain prominence? Raise any questions that you 
have. 

 
Required readings:  

• Kingdon, J. W. (1994). Agendas, alternatives and public policies. Boston: Little Brown and 
Company 
• Chapter 5: Problems [Everyone reads this chapter] 
• Chapter 6: The Policy Primeval Soup [Half the class will read this chapter closely] 
• Chapter 7: The Political Stream [Half the class will read this chapter closely] 

 
Friday 1/20: Group Project Descriptions Due 
 

Discussion post: By Friday at 5pm, please upload a three-to-five paragraph description of 
your group project. Describe what you are focusing on and why. Also, provide at least two 
different ways of framing the problem that your group is considering. Only one person 
needs to upload this post per group. We will use this post as a basis for your group meeting 
with the TA.  

 
Monday 1/23: The Process of Policymaking, part II  
 

* Week of 1/23: 1st Project Group meeting with TA * 
 

Key questions: What are policy windows and under what conditions do they open? Consider 
your group’s policy issue: What might happen to open a window? How could you take 
advantage of a policy window should it open? Raise any questions that you have. 

 
• Kingdon, J. W. (1994). Agendas, alternatives and public policies. Boston: Little Brown and 

Company 
• Chapter 8: The Policy Window and Joining the Streams 

• Donaldson, M. L. & Papay, J. R. (2015). An idea whose time had come: Negotiating 
teacher evaluation reform in New Haven, Connecticut. American Journal of Education, 
122, 39-70. 

  
 
Wednesday 1/25: Doing policy analysis, part II  
 

Key questions: What lessons do you take away from the Bardach for your policy analysis 
project? How does Whitehurst define the problem? What is the connection between the 
problem and the solutions he provides? What are the strengths and weaknesses of the 
evidence he provides for the solutions? 



 
Required readings:  

• Bardach, E. (2012). A practical guide for policy analysis: The eightfold path to more effective 
problem solving. Fourth edition. 

o Part I: The Eightfold Path, step 3, pp. 16-31 only 
o Part II: Assembling evidence (pp. 79-108) 

• Whitehurst, G. J. (2011). Opportunity through education: Two proposals. Washington DC: 
The Brookings Institute. 

 
Monday 1/30: Role of research and policy analysis in policy making 
 

Key questions: How do government decision makers use research and policy analysis in their 
decision making? How do people outside of government use research to influence policy 
processes? Given insights from Weiss & Bucuvalas and Henig, what steps might policy 
analysts take to ensure that their work informs the policymaking process? Raise any 
questions that you have. 
 
Required readings: 

• Weiss, C. & Bucuvalas, M. (1980). Chapter 9: Reports of actual use of research. In 
Social science research and decision making. New York: Columbia University Press. 

• Henig, J. (2008). Spin cycle: How research is used in policy debates: The case of charter schools. 
New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 

o Chapter 1: “The New York Times/AFT charter school controversy” read pp. 
1-6 only. 

o Chapter 7: “How research reaches the public ear: Old media and new” 
• Lipton, E., Williams, B. & Confessore, N. (2014). Foreign Powers Buy Influence at 

Think Tanks. New York Times, September 6, 2014. 
 

Recommended reading: 
• Weiss, C. & Bucuvalas, M. (1980). Chapter 1: Definitions of the problem. In Social 

science research and decision making. New York: Columbia University Press. 
  

Wednesday 2/1: Doing policy analysis, part III 
 

Key question: What lessons do you take away for your policy analysis project? Identify at 
least three policy instruments (McDonnell & Elmore) or government actions (Bardach) that 
you think are especially relevant for your policy project. Explain why.  

 
Required readings:  

• McDonnell, L. M. & Elmore, R. F. (1987). Getting the job done: Alternative policy 
instruments. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 9(2), 133-152. 

• Bardach, E. (2012). A practical guide for policy analysis: The eightfold path to more effective 
problem solving. Fourth edition. 

o Appendix B: Things governments do, pp. 141-150 
 
Friday 2/3: Mini-paper 1 due  
 



Part II: Policy Implementation 
 
Monday 2/6: The role of rulemaking in policy implementation 
 

Key questions: What is rulemaking? How does it influence implementation? Who are the key 
players in this process? Draw from both Furgol and Confessore to illustrate. Raise any 
questions that you have. 
 
Required readings: 

• Furgol, K. E., & Helms, L. B. (2012). Lessons in Leveraging Implementation: 
Rulemaking, Growth Models, and Policy Dynamics under NCLB. Educational 
Policy, 26(6), 777-812. 

• Confessore, N. (2014). How school lunch became the latest political battleground. 
New York Times, October 7, 2014 
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/12/magazine/how-school-lunch-became-the-
latest-political-battleground.html 

 
 Wednesday 2/8: Doing policy analysis, part IV 
 

Key question: What lessons do you take away for your policy analysis project? 
 
Required readings:  

• Bardach, E. (2012). A practical guide for policy analysis: The eightfold path to more effective 
problem solving. Fourth edition. 

o Part I: The Eightfold Path, steps 4-7, pp. 31-69 
o Appendix D: Strategic advice on the dynamics of gathering political support, 

pp. 159-166 
 
Monday 2/13: The problem of inter-organizational relations 
 

* Week of Monday 2/13: 2nd Project Group meeting with TA * 
 

Key questions: How does the relationship between multiple levels and multiple agencies 
influence implementation? What levels of the systems and agencies are involved in your 
policy problem? How does that matter for policy solutions you might consider? Raise any 
questions that you have. 

 
Required readings: 

• Pressman, J. L., & Wildavsky, A. (1984). Implementation: How great expectations in 
Washington are dashed in Oakland; Or, why it’s amazing that federal programs work at all, this 
being a saga of the economic development administration as told by two sympathetic observers who 
seek to build morals on a foundation of ruined hopes. Berkeley: University of California 
Press. 

o Chapter 1: Appearances 
o Chapter 5: The Complexity of Joint Action 

 
Recommended reading: 



• Cohen, D. K. and J. P. Spillane (1993). Policy and practice: The relations between 
governance and instruction. Designing coherent education policy: Improving the system. S. H. 
Fuhrman. San Francisco, Jossey Bass: 35-95. 

 
Wednesday 2/15: Street level bureaucrats  
 

Key questions: What is the role of front-line government workers in policy implementation? 
How does Weatherly and Lipsky’s and Anagnostopoulos’ explanation differ from Pressman 
and Wildavsky? Think about experiences you’ve had with street-level bureaucrats. What 
insight, if any, does Weatherly and Lipsky or Anagnostopoulos lend to those experiences? 
Raise any questions you have. 

 
Required readings: 

• Weatherley, D., and Lipsky, M. (1977). Street-level bureaucrats and institutional 
innovation: Implementing special-education reform. Harvard Educational Review, 47(2), 
171-197. 

• Anagnostopoulos, D. (2003). The new accountability, student failure, and teachers’ 
work in urban high schools. Educational Policy, 17: 291-316. 

 
Recommended readings: 

• Lipsky, M. (1980). Street-level bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the individuals in public service. New 
York: Russell Sage Foundation. 

o Chapter 1: The critical role of street-level bureaucrats (pp. 3-12) 
o Introduction to Section II: Conditions of work (pp. 27-28) 
o Chapter 3: The problem of resources (pp. 29-39) 

 
Friday 2/17: Mini-paper 2 due 
 
Monday 2/20: Implementation and Capacity Building 
 

Key questions: How does Cohen and Hill’s explanation for implementation differ from the 
street level bureaucrat explanation? What are the ways that the example highlighted by 
Green is similar to that discussed in the other two articles? What are differences? Raise any 
questions you have. 
 
Required readings: 

• Cohen, D. K. (1990). A revolution in one classroom: The case of Mrs. Oublier. 
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 12(3), 311-329. 

• Cohen, D. K. & Hill, H. A. (2000). Instructional policy and classroom performance: 
The mathematics reform in California. Teachers College Record, 102(2), 294-343. 

• Green, E. (2014). Why do Americans Stink at Math? New York Times, July 23, 2014 
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/27/magazine/why-do-americans-stink-at-
math.html 

 
Recommended reading: 



• Coburn, C. E., Hill, H. A. & Spillane, J. S. (2016). Alignment and accountability in 
policy design and implementation: The Common Core State Standards and 
Implementation Research. Educational Researcher, 45(4), 243-251.	
	

Wednesday 2/22: Doing policy analysis, part V 
 

Key questions: What are key lessons from the Bardach for your policy analysis project? For 
the Baylor and Bergeron brief, what aspects of the brief work really well? Why? What aspects 
of the brief are problematic? Why? 
 
Required readings: 

• Bardach, E. (2012). A practical guide for policy analysis: The eightfold path to more effective 
problem solving. Fourth edition. 

o Part I: The Eightfold Path, step 8, pp. 70-79 
• Baylor, E. & Bergeron, D. A. (2014). Public college quality compact for students and 

taxpayers: A proposal to reverse declining state investment in higher education and improve quality 
and affordability. Washington DC: Center for American Progress. 

 
Friday 2/24: Mini-paper 3 due  
 
Monday 2/27: Social movements and implementation 
 

Key questions: In what ways do social movements matter for the policy process? According 
to Andrews and Kellogg, how do social movements support successful policy 
implementation? Think of examples from current social movements. How, if at all, do they 
play a role in implementation processes. Raise any questions you have. 
 
Required readings: 

• Andrews, K. (2002). Creating social change: Lessons from the Civil Rights 
Movement. In D. S. Meyer, N. Whittier, & B. Robnett (Eds.), Social Movements: 
Identity, Culture, and the State. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

• Kellogg, K. C. (2009). Operating room: Relational spaces and microinstitutional 
change in surgery. American Journal of Sociology, 115(3), 657–711. 

 
Wednesday 3/1: Doing policy analysis, part VI 
 

In-class instruction on policy briefings. No readings. 
 
Recommended reading (good overview of different elements of implementation): 

• Winter, S. (2006). Implementation. In B. Peters, & J. Pierre (Eds.), Handbook of public 
policy (pp. 151-167). London: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

 
Monday 3/6: Final presentations, part 1 
 
Wednesday 3/8: Final presentations, part 2 
 
Tuesday March 14th at 5pm: Final policy analysis paper due 


