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Course Description (from Undergraduate Catalog): 

 

An introduction to the politics of the American judicial process.  The course will examine the 

judicial function generally with particular attention on the decisional processes, process 

participants, state and federal court structures, recruitment and selection of judges, bases of 

judicial behavior, policy making, and impact of judicial decisions. 

 

Course Overview and Objectives: 

 

The purpose of this course is to familiarize students with the organization and workings of 

American Courts at the federal and state level.  We will examine how courts affect society, the 

processes by which they take action, and the impact of their decisions.   Topics covered will 

include: courts as political institutions, the organization and function of the judiciary, judicial 

selection at both the state and federal level, how criminal, civil, and appellate courts work, and 

how judges make their decisions. 

 

General Education Area: 

 

This class fulfills the requirements for General Education Area III. 

 

Texts: 

 

1. Carp, Stidham, and Manning, Judicial Process in America, 8
th

 ed (CQ Press 2011) 

2. Elliot Slotnick, editor, Judicial Politics: Reading from Judicature, 3
rd

 ed (CQ Press 2005) 

3. Epstien, Lee and Jack Knight, The Choices Justices Make, (CQ Press 1998) 

 

Grading: 

 

Your grade will consist of three parts.  A midterm, a cumulative final, and a 10-12 page research 

paper.  This class will be difficult, and while there may be chances for extra credit during the 

class, there also may not.  Your class grade will be based entirely on your own performance on 

the papers and exams. 
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Midterm – 20% 

Final – 40% 

Paper – 40% 

 

Policies: 

 

The student who chooses not to attend class does so at their own peril. While attendance will not 

be formally recorded, your grade will most certainly drop if you do not attend.     

 

Information for the students will be communicated in two ways 1. In class; 2. Through email. 

The only email address I will use to contact you is your official “wmich.edu” account.  This 

means as a requirement of this course you will need to regularly check this account if you do not 

already.  “I did not receive notification,” is not a valid excuse. 

 

For this class I will be banning laptops in the classroom.  Recent studies have shown that 

students who use laptops in the classroom have lower grades (on average) than their peers who 

do not. While laptops can facilitate good note taking, I have found their use, not unlike cell 

phones, to be distracting to the student using them.  Furthermore, computers can also prove 

distracting to other students. I will be posting my powerpoint slides (but not my notes) on the 

class website the day of the class.  I hope students will print these out, bring them to class, and 

take notes in the margin to facilitate better studying habits. 

 

 

Grading Scale: 

The following numerical averages translate into final course grades: 

 90+: A (4.0) 

 85-89: BA (3.5) 

 80-84: B (3.0) 

 75-79: CB (2.5) 

 70-74: C (2.0) 

 65-69: DC (1.5) 

 60-64: D (1.0) 

 –60: E (0.0) 

 

Exams: 

 

The midterm will consist of 20 multiple choice questions (worth 40% of the exam) and two 

essays (worth 60% of the exam).  The final will consist of 40 multiple choice questions (worth 

40% of the exam) and 4 essays (worth 60% of the exam). The essays will involve the large 

themes covered and will be apparent if you pay close attention in class.  Much of the material on 

the exams is delivered in class; however, some material from the readings not covered in class is 

tested on the exams as well. You must bring a blue book to each exam or I will not allow you to 

take it.  The exam schedule follows: 

 

 Midterm: dates (during class) 

 Final: dates (final exam week) 



  

Make-Up Exams: 

 

It is completely the student’s responsibility to take the exams when they are scheduled. As a 

general rule, make-up exams will not be allowed; thus, a missed exam counts as a zero (0) 

toward the final course grade. Notwithstanding, at the instructor’s sole discretion make-ups will 

be permitted, but only the gravest of reasons will be accepted, if documented in writing by the 

proper authority. Even if there is an acceptable reason for missing the regularly scheduled exam, 

permission to take a make-up will be granted only if the student provides the professor with 

prompt and proper notification; that is, the student must  inform the professor of the reason for 

missing the exam with proper documentation before the exam takes place, and the reason must 

be acceptable to the instructor. If a make-up is permitted, both the format and questions can, and 

likely will, be different from the regularly scheduled exam. 

 

 

Academic Honesty and Integrity: 

 

Per WMU policy: You are responsible for making yourself aware of and understanding the 

policies and procedures in the Undergraduate and Graduate Catalogs that pertain to Academic 

Honesty. These policies include cheating, fabrication, falsification and forgery, multiple 

submission, plagiarism, complicity and computer misuse. [The policies can be found at 

http://catalog.wmich.edu/, follow links to Academic Policies, Student Rights and 

Responsibilities.] If there is reason to believe you have been involved in academic dishonesty, 

you will be referred to the Office of Student Conduct. You will be given the opportunity to 

review the charge(s). If you believe you are not responsible, you will have the opportunity for a 

hearing. You should consult with the professor if you are uncertain about an issue of academic 

honesty prior to the submission of an assignment or test. [The Code of Honor passed by the 

Faculty Senate in November 2004 and administration in December 2004, can also be found at 

http://catalog.wmich.edu./] 

 

Special Needs: 

 

Any student with special needs should inform the instructor as soon as possible, so that 

appropriate accommodations can be made. 

 

Paper Assignment: 

 Justice Biography Paper: 

You will choose (with my approval) a justice of the US Supreme Court, past or present, 

on which to write an 8-10 page biography. These biographies should be broken up into three 

sections.  The first section should contain demographic information about the justice including, 

but not limited to, information on their upbringing, education, and  previous employment history 

as it may affect their legal philosophy.  The second section should discuss the information 

regarding their tenure on the Court.  Discuss how long they served, when they served and whom 

they served with.  Discuss who were their allies and enemies. Discuss some of the important 

cases which were decided during their tenure. The last section should be focused primarily on 

their legal history.  This should include a review of important decisions for which they wrote the 

http://catalog.wmich.edu./


majority opinion (or an important dissent) while on the Court.  Examine two cases in depth. 

Discuss how, and why you think your justice voted in the way they did.  The readings from the 

last four weeks of class will help you with this assignment, so I advise not waiting to read them. 

 

While the format can be deviated from, I strong urge you do not, as it is geared to help you write 

a better paper.  The assignment is due at the beginning of class on April 18.  I WILL NOT accept late 

papers.   

 

Sources: 
 There is a wealth of information written on each of these individuals. Finding sources should not 

be difficult.  I do not like giving students a minimum number of sources for obvious reasons, but I will 

state more is always better. Newspapers and magazine articles are the appropriate sources to be used for 

this type of paper.  Any website which has “pedia” at the end is not acceptable in any type of paper 

including this one.  If you have questions as to the validity of a source, ask me before using it, as I will 

deduct points for inappropriate sources/.   I expect intext citation using MLA style guidelines.  

 Information regarding MLA style can be found at 

 http://www.wmich.edu/casp/writingcenter/resources.html/  

  

University Writing Center: 

 

 The University Writing Center is a useful tool each of you should take advantage  of in the course 

of writing this paper.  While I do not require you to go, I can say  definitively that your paper will be 

improved following a consultation with the staff.  The staff sees students through appointments or walk-

ins, though appointments are preferred.  For more information and the registration form go to 

 http://www.wmich.edu/casp/writingcenter/index.html  

   

Course Outline: 

 

Week 1 – Jan 9 – Jan 11 – Courts as Institutions 

 9
th

 Syllabus Day 

 CSM Chap 1, pages 429-455 

 Slotnick pages 1-17 

 

Week 2 – Jan 16 – Jan 18 

 16
th

 MLK day, no class 

 CSM Chap 1, pages 429-455 

 Slotnick pages 1-17 (cont from Week 1) 

 

Week 3 – Jan 23 – Jan 25 – Organization of American Courts 

 CSM Chp 2 & 3 

  

Week 4 – Jan 30 – Feb 1 – Judicial Selection 

 CSM Chp 5 & 6 

 Slotnick  pages 47-49, 53-64, 266-279,  

 Curry – Does Accountability Vary (available on my personal website) 

  

Week 5 – Feb 6 – Feb 8 – Judicial Selection, cont. 

 CSM Chp 5 & 6 

http://www.wmich.edu/casp/writingcenter/resources.html/
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 Slotnick  pages 47-49, 53-64, 266-279,  

 Curry – Does Accountability Vary (available on my personal website) 

 

Week 6 – Feb 13 – Feb 15 – Lawyers and actors 

 CSM 8 

 Slotnick pages 145, 154-178 

 Curry - A Bureaucratic Model of Judicial Success in the Office of the Solicitor General 

   

Week 7 – Feb 20 – Feb 22 – Criminal Trial Courts 

 CSM Chp 9&10 

 Slotnick pages 305-313, 324-327 

 

Week 8 – Feb 27 – Feb 29 – Civil Trial Courts 

 CSM Chp 11 

 Slotnick pages 611-620 

 Feb 29 – Midterm Exam 

 

Week 9 – March 5 – March 11  

 Spring Break 

 

Week 10 – Mar 12 – Mar 14 – Appellate Courts 

 CSM pages 89-90, 47-49, 70 

 Slotnick pages 336-349, 379-386, 394-404 

  

Week 11 – Mar 19 – Mar 21 – Appellate Courts, cont 

 CSM CHP 14, 15 

 Slotnick pages 634-641, 651-660 

 

Week 12 – Mar 26 – Mar 28 – US Supreme Court 

 CSM CHP 13 

 Slotnick pages 668-674 

 Segal and Spaeth, Supreme Court and the Attitudinal Model, CHP 1 (will e-mail a link) 

 

Week 13 – Apr 2 – Apr 4 – Judicial Behavior 

 E&K preface, CHP 1,2,3 

 

Week 14 – Apr 9 – Apr 11 – Judicial Behavior, cont 

 E&K CHP 4,5,6 

 

Week 15 – Apr 16 – Apr 18 – Current Court 

 Readings to come 

 Paper Due Apr. 18 at the beginning of class. 

 

Final Exam 

 Tuesday, April 24, 2:45-4:45  

 



 


