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Guide for Research on the Presidency

The guide is designed to help students gather the necessary information for their research project and consists of three parts.  The first part focuses upon the factual base and lists a number of sources that will be essential for this phase of your project.  The second part lists some additional sources that may prove useful for the analytical and evaluative part of your paper. The third part offers some general “tips” for working on the project.

Part I

The Factual Base

For the factual base, you will need to gather information on the following aspects of the policy dispute:

(1) What is the dispute? Does it involve a presidential policy initiative? A nomination? Is the president trying to prevent or block Congress from passing legislation that he opposes?

(2) Internal Politics: This focuses upon the legislative process and the key events in that process.  What was the president’s strategy for securing passage or blocking legislation? Was congress controlled by the party of the president?  Was the president supported or opposed by a majority of his party? The opposition party? What were the “key” roll call votes? Were compromises reached? 
(3) External Politics.  What was the president’s strategy for building public support for his position? What was the opposition’s strategy? Was polling done on the issue? What were the results of the relevant polls?
(4) How was the dispute resolved? What was the outcome?

There are two essential sources for addressing (1), (2), and (4).   Both are available in Fondren Library.

Congress and the Nation: A Review of Government and Politics in the Post War Years 

[Call number: q KF49 .C65]

This is a multi-volume Congressional Quarterly publication. The first volume covers1945-1964; the other volumes cover each four-year period thereafter (e.g., 1965-1968, 1997-2000) and coincide with each presidential administration.  These volumes are excellent for summarizing and tracking the congressional response to presidential policy initiatives. 

Advice: This is your “first stop.” Use the topic and/or bill number and find the account of your dispute in the relevant volume of Congress & the Nation.  It will provide you with an excellent overview.

Congressional Quarterly Almanac [Call Number: JK1 .C66]
Published annually, this is a virtually indispensable source for doing research on the American politics. It provides an excellent summary of legislative action in the Congress as well as a solid, factual account of the politics associated with the actions taken by Congress and the President. It also contains a variety of useful information about the relationship between the president and congress. Insofar as your research project is concerned, the Almanac will provide you with:


(a) The President and Legislation. The Almanac provides extensive descriptions of the



major legislative initiatives and battles between Congress and the President. 


(b) Roll Calls. The CQ story on an initiative or legislative battle will generally reference


the roll call votes associated with the legislative.  You can then look these up in the

  

appendix sections to analyze the roll call vote.

Advice: Once you’ve obtained the information from Congress & the Nation, you can consult the relevant volume(s) of the CQ Almanac.  This will provide you with additional detail on your dispute.  In addition, the Almanac has a list of every recorded roll call vote in the House and Senate for that year. This can be used to examine “party splits” and other relevant characteristics of voting on the issue.  

There are a number of sources that will help you with the “external politics.” Among the most prominent are:

 The Gallup Polls

The reference room in Fondren library has an excellent collection of public opinion polls. The results of all Gallup Polls  (covering the period from 1938 to the present) are available in bound volumes. These can be found in the Reference Room of Fondren Library

[Call Number: HN90 .P8G35]. 

There is also the Gallup Report Monthly housed in the Periodical section of the library [in

the basement].  The Report is published on a monthly basis and presents poll results as well as interpretive commentary.  Look in the periodical stacks under the name Gallup.

Note: The web site of the Gallup Poll, while excellent, will be of limited utility for this project.  First, Gallup does not archive its polling results very far into the past.  Second, a lot of the information available from the site requires a subscription. 

First, if you are interested in general approval results, see me. I have these computerized and can easily make them available to you. Otherwise, the Gallup sources mentioned above can be used to find: (a) Specific Evaluations the President (handling specific issues or problems) and (b) Public Opinion on Specific Issues and Problems. The Gallup polls also include specific questions about issues, problems, and presidential actions (e.g., Is the Johnson Administration moving too fast on civil rights?  Do you approve of aid to the Nicaraguan Contras?) [use the index in the bound volumes in the Reference Room]

Public Papers of the Presidents

[Call Number: J80.A283].

This is a series of annual volumes housed in Fondren Library.  These contain all public statements and documents issued by the president in a given year. The papers are arranged chronologically running from 1 January to 31 December of each year. They are indexed as well (although the indexing “labels” change from time to time). The public papers include transcripts of speeches, messages to Congress, press conferences, executive orders, and proclamations. This set of volumes can therefore be used to obtain:


(a) Addresses to the Nation [look under this “label” in the index]


(b) Messages to Congress


(c) Transcripts of Press Conferences [look under News Conferences or Press Conferences;



this will provide you with a list for that year]


(d) Statements to Congress that accompany presidential vetoes

Historical Works, Autobiographies/Memoirs/Insider Accounts. 

Accounts of presidential administrations can be obtained from books and articles on a given topic, biographies of presidents and other major administration figures, and scholarly works analyzing various administrations.  Quite often, biographers devote chapters to a particular topic (e.g., Johnson and civil rights); some proceed in a chronological fashion in writing administration histories. When examining these works, use the index to locate the discussion of your particular policy dispute

 There is also an abundant supply of presidential memoirs, memoirs by major administration figures (e.g., David Gergen’s recent book), and insider accounts written by journalists with access to decision makers. While providing perspective and information, it must be remembered that decision makers want to portray themselves in the best possible light.  As a result, such works can be, at points, self-serving and less than candid.

Advice: Feel free to consult with me on relevant books. Often times, I can point you to sources and make your search more efficient and effective.

Part II

General Sources

Reference Works on the Presidency and American Politics

King, Gary and Lyn Ragsdale. The Elusive Executive. 


Contains numerous tables grouped by topic [Public Appearances, Public Opinion]


Lyn Ragsdale.  Vital statistics on the presidency : Washington to Clinton


An excellent source of information.


Norman Ornstein, Thomas Mann, Michael Malbin. Vital Statistics on Congress.


Good source of information on the budget.


Stanley, Harold and Niemi, Richard. Vital Statistics on American Politics (5th Edition).

Contains a variety of information on American politics and policy. See especially


the Chapters on both the Presidency and the Congress.


Martin, Fenton S. and Robert U. Goehlert. American Presidents: A Bibliography.


This is a two-volume set that contains references to books and articles on each of the


American presidents as well as studies of the president in general. 

Chronologies

Chronologies are quite useful for describing the “temper of the times” and for identifying major presidential actions (e.g., the blockade of Cuba in October of 1962) and events (e.g., major anti-war demonstrations during the Vietnam era).  Excellent sources for chronologies include: 

(a) the yearbooks published by the major encyclopedia companies (e.g., Encyclopedia 



Britannica); all have annual chronologies and are housed in the Reference Section of



Fondren Library.


(b) The following “day by day” chronologies: 



Day by day, the fifties  [Call Number: q D842.5 .M47 1979]    



Day by day : the sixties [Call Number: q D840 .P27 1983] 

     

Day by day, the seventies [Call Number: q D848 .L4 1988]



Day by day, the eighties [Call Number: D848 .M45 1995]


(c) Once a year the journal, Foreign Affairs, publishes an extensive chronology.



See, in particular, the section of the chronology for the United States.



This journal is located in the periodical stacks of Fondren Library. 


(d) The annual volumes of the Gallup Polls  (covering the period from 1938 to the present) 




contain chronologies (emphasis on the political) as well.  These can be found in the 

   Reference Room of Fondren Library [Call Number: HN90.P8G35].
Part III

General Tips & Advice

[1] As noted in the instructions for the research assignment, you are urged to read The Presidential Difference by Fred Greenstein as soon as possible.  The overview of each modern administration presented in this book will set your particular policy dispute in the context of the “times” and character of the presidential administration.

[2] Sources on the Web. Increasingly, there is excellent information available from sources on the web. For this reason, one of the Web pages for this course includes a list of links to prominent sources.  You should familiarize yourself with these sources early in the semester.

[3] Class Readings. Once you’ve received your topic, examine the books used in the course.  The Pious text, for example, is very well documented and presents a variety of examples and case studies. The same holds true for the other books. Using the footnotes in these books may help you streamline your search; you can easily locate articles and books from which the authors draw their examples.

[4] Using Books.  There are countless books written on each of the modern presidents.  Students should be “strategic” when looking at these books.  Examine the Table of Contents.  Use the Index (an early form of “keyword” search).  Read or photocopy only those portions of the volume that pertain directly to your topic.  In this manner, you can be “efficient” in your search.

[5] Start Early in the Semester.  The assignments associated with this project are designed to help

you get an early start on the project.  The “Summary and Chronology” due in October is designed to help students avoid the “last minute” rush to find sources and the inevitably weak papers that result from a “last minute” rush.

[6] Use e-mail.  Students should feel free to e-mail me with any questions about the project, sources or how to conduct their search (dsimon@smu.edu). Alternatively, if your question is one about general research strategies or sources, post it on our discussion board.  

