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From The edITor

 Welcome to another edition of the PRG Report. In addition to 
the usual offerings we have some interesting items in this edition of the 
Report.
 First, and perhaps most important, is our annual list of PRG 
award winners from the 2008 American Political Science Association 
annual conference in Boston. One of the functions of the Report is to 
serve as a venue to honor our fellow colleagues for their hard work and 
excellent scholarship. Congratulations for some well-deserved awards. 
If you are aware of other honors -- research or teaching -- from fellow 
presidency scholars, please send the information my way.
 In an effort to document some of the activities of our group, 
our president has asked me to include in this edition of the Report a list 
of past officers, which you will find in the “From the Archives” feature. 
Following that is the Executive Summary of the survey the PRG admin-
istered to its members last year. As always, your humble editor is open 
to constructive comments about the Report. Please note especially that 
current and most past editions of the Report can be found on the PRG 
website, listed in the box below left. 
 We have three interesting articles in this edition. Galen Steele 
has given us a peak at his dissertation work on executive orders, a sub-
ject of expanding research in recent years. Also, two participants in our 
recent Short Course, Graham Dodds and Justin Vaughn, share with us 
their thoughts on innovative teaching strategies, focusing on the use of 
history and popular culture.
 Finally, you will find the book and journal article scans. No 
methodology is perfect when constructing these lists -- I am sure that I 
miss articles in journals I do not think to check, and books that do not 
hit my search criteria on amazon.com. Please do not hesitate to forward 
to me notifications of books you have had newly published or articles in 
journals that may escape my attention. My goal is to be as inclusive and 
comprehensive as possible.
 I will conclude with my typical plea for you to consider the 
PRG Report as a possible outlet for your scholarship. With a historic 
election and a new presidency beginning in 2009, there is bound to be 
a wealth of material for research. The Report is only as healthy as the 
membership that participates in its work. As always, the Report is avail-
able for articles concerning teaching and research and other profession-
ally related items.
 My contact information is on page 2. I look forward to hearing 
from you.
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Visit PRG Report Online at
http://cstl-cla.semo.edu/Renka/

PRG/index.asp



                                                                               Fall 2008                                                                             2

PRG OfficeRs

President
Charles E. Walcott

Virginia Polytechnic Institute
Department of Political Science
528 Major Williams Hall - 0130

Blacksburg, VA 24061 
cwalcott@vt.edu

Vice President & President Elect
Jeffrey E. Cohen

Fordham University
Department of Political Science

441 East Fordham Road
Bronx, NY 10458

cohen@fordham.edu

Secretary/Treasurer
Mary Stuckey

Georgia State University
Box 4000

Atlanta, GA 30302-4000
joumes@langate.gsu.edu

PRG Report Editor
David A. Crockett
Trinity University

Department of Political Science
One Trinity Place

San Antonio, TX  78212
dcrocket@trinity.edu

2009 Program Chair
Randall E. Adkins

University of Nebraska, Omaha
Department of Political Science

Arts and Science Hall, Room 275 H
Omaha, NE 68182

radkins@unomaha.edu

Past President
Victoria A. Farrar-Myers

University of Texas, Arlington
Department of Political Science

PO Box 19539
601 South Nedderman

Arlington, TX 76019-0539
victoria@uta.edu

BOaRd Of diRectORs:
Lara Brown (2008-2011), Villanova University

Randall Adkins (2008-2011), University of Nebraska, Omaha
Nancy Baker (2006-2009), New Mexico State University

Terri Bimes (2006-2009), University of California, Berkeley
Andrew Dowdle (2008-2009), University of Arkansas

Matthew Eshbaugh-Soha (2006-2009), University of North Texas
Lilly Goren (2007-2010), Carroll College

Martha Joynt Kumar (Ex Officio), Towson University
Ken Mayer (2007-2010), University of Wisconsin

Kevin McMahon (2007-2010), Trinity College
Jeff Peake (2007-2010), Bowling Green State University

Andrew Rudalevige (2006-2009), Dickinson College
Steven Schier (2008-2011), Carleton College

Wayne Steger (2008-2011), DePaul University
Justin Vaughn (2008-2011), Cleveland State University

Jose Villalobos (graduate student, 2008-2011), Texas A&M University
Shirley Anne Warshaw (2007-2010), Gettysburg College

Stephen Weatherford (2008-2011), University of California, Santa Barbara

PRG RePoRt

The PRG RePoRt is published twice annually on behalf of the Presidency 
Research Section of the American Political Science Association.

The PRG RePoRt serves the scholarly community in presidential and executive 
politics. The editor of the Report welcomes your submissions and ideas.

Editor: 
David. A. Crockett

Department of Political Science
Trinity University
One Trinity Place

San Antonio, TX 78212
Phone: (210) 999-8344
Fax: (210) 999-8320
dcrocket@trinity.edu



                                                                               Fall 2008                                                                             3

awaRds
PrG sectIon awards

The Richard E. Neustadt Award is given for the best book 
published that contributed to research and scholarship in the field 
of the American presidency during the previous year.

2008 Richard E. Neustadt Award Co-recipients:
Martha Joynt Kumar, Towson University
 Title: Managing the President’s Message (Johns
 Hopkins University Press)

William G. Howell, University of Chicago
Jon C. Pevehouse, University of Chicago
 Title: While Dangers Gather (Princeton University
 Press)

Nominations for the 2009 Neustadt Award can be sent to the 
award committee. Nominations should be submitted by February 
1, 2009.

David A. Yalof, Chair
University of Connecticut
Department of Political Science 
341 Mansfield Road, U-1024
Storrs, CT 06269-1024
david.yalof@uconn.edu

Committee Members:
Terri Bimes, University of California, Berkeley
John Hart, Australian National University
Robert Shapiro, Columbia University
Stephen Weatherford, University of California, Santa Barbara

RichaRd e. Neustadt awaRd



The Founders Award, named in honor of David Neveh, is given 
for the best paper presented by a graduate student at either the 
preceding year’s APSA annual meeting or at any of the regional 
meetings in 2007-2008.

2007-2008 Founders Award Co-recipients:
Curtis W. Nichols and Adam Myers, The University of Texas at 
Austin
 Title: “The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly: Exploiting
 the Opportunity for Reconstructive Leadership”

Nominations for the 2008-2009 Founders Award, named in honor 
of Francis Rourke, can be sent to the award committee.

Brandon Rottinghaus, Chair
University of Houstson
Department of Political Science
Phillip Guthrie Hoffman Hall, Room 447
Houston, TX 77204-3012
bjrottinghaus@uh.edu

Committee Members:
Alfred Cuzan, University of West Florida
Graham Dodds, Concordia University
Brendan Doherty, United States Naval Academy
Andrew Dowdle, University of Arkansas

Nominations should be submitted by May 1, 2009.

The Founders Award (PhD.), named in honor of Bert Rockman, 
is given for the best paper presented by a PhD-holding scholar at 
the previous year’s APSA annual meeting.

2008 Founders Paper Award Recipient:
B. Dan Wood, Texas A&M University
 Title:  “Presidential Saber Rattling and the
 Economy”

Nominations for the 2009 Founders Paper Award, named in honor 
of Lester Seligman, can be sent to the award committee.

Daniel E. Ponder, Chair
Drury University
Department of Political Science
900 North Benton Avenue
Springfield, MO 65802
deponder@drury.edu

Committee Members:
Lara Brown, Villanova University
Irwin Morris, University of Maryland
Andrew Rudalevige, Dickinson College
Raymond Tatalovich, Loyola University (Chicago)

Nominations should be submitted by February 1, 2009.
                                                       

fOuNdeRs awaRd (Phd.)
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fOuNdeRs awaRd



Best uNdeRGRaduate 
PaPeR awaRd

The Best Undergraduate Paper Award is given for the best 
undergraduate paper completed in the present academic year.

2007-2008 Best Undergraduate Paper Award Recipient:
Brett Amelkin, Princeton University
 Title: “Fit to Print: Trends in New York Times
 Election Coverage, 1960-2006”

Nominations for the 2008-2009 Best Undergraduate Paper Award 
can be sent to the award committee.

Matthew Eshbaugh-Soha, Chair
University of North Texas
Department of Political Science
Wooten Hall 134
Denton, TX 76203-5340
mes@unt.edu

Committee Members:
Ryan Barilleaux, Miami University
Jean Garrison, University of Wyoming
Tobias Gibson, Monmouth College
Justin Vaughn, Cleveland State University

Nominations should be submitted by May 1, 2009.

The Paul Peck Presidential Award is presented by the National 
Portrait Gallery of the Smithsonian Institution to honor 
presidential service and portrayal. The PRG represents APSA as 
one of the eight nominating organizations. For more information, 
please visit http://www.npg.si.edu/.  

John T. Woolley, Chair
University of California, Santa Barbara
Department of Political Science
Mail Code 9420
Santa Barbara, CA 93106-9420
woolley@polsci.ucsb.edu

Committee Members:
John Burke, University of Vermont
Shirley Warshaw, Gettysburg College

The deadline will be set by the Smithsonian Institution.

Paul Peck PResideNtial awaRd
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The George C. Edwards III Dissertation Award will be given 
annually for the best dissertation in presidency research 
completed and accepted during the previous calendar year. 
The recipient will receive a $200 award. To be considered for 
the award, nominees must submit the following documents to 
each member of the award committee: (1) a hard copy of the 
dissertation, (2) a PDF of the dissertation on a CD, (3) a nominee 
form, and (4) a nominator form and letter. Forms are available 
on the section’s web site. The award committee welcomes 
nominations by dissertation committee chairs or committee 
members.

MaryAnne Borrelli, Chair
Connecticut College
Department of Government
College Box 5418
270 Mohegan Avenue
New London, CT 06320
mabor@conncoll.edu

Committee Members:
Stephen Borrelli, University of Alabama
Meena Bose, Hofstra University
Rebecca Deen, University of Texas, Arlington
Jeffrey Peake, Bowling Green State University

Nominations should be submitted by February 1, 2009.

GeORGe c. edwaRds iii 
disseRtatiON awaRd

caReeR seRvice awaRd

The Career Service Award is given every four years during 
a presidential election year. The PRG shall form a committee 
to give an award to recognize career service to the study of the 
Presidency.

Bruce F. Nesmith, Coe College Chair

Committee Members: 
David Adler, Idaho State University
Ryan Barilleaux, Miami University
Meena Bose, Hofstra University
Elvin Lim, University of Tulsa

Winner: George C. Edwards III, Texas A&M University
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aNNOuNcemeNts

“The 2008 Presidential Election,” Presidential Studies 
Quarterly
 
Special Issue Editor: Jeffrey Cohen, Department of 
Political Science, Fordham University
 
For the June 2010 issue, Presidential Studies Quarterly is plan-
ning a special issue on the 2008 presidential election. We also 
expect the papers in this issue to be part of a larger volume on the 
election. Although presidential elections happen only once every 
four years and thus are always noteworthy, the 2008 presidential 
election may be of historic consequence. For the special issue, 
the journal is open to articles on any aspect of the election, from 
a wide range of theoretical and methodological perspectives. The 
journal is especially interested in papers dealing with the role of 
race and gender, the impact of an unpopular sitting president, the 
impact of fundamentals like the economy and campaign strate-
gies, the use of new campaign technologies such as the internet, 
the role of money and campaign finance, the primary season 
and party nomination rules, changes in the electorate, as well as 
papers that place the election into historical context and compare 
the presidential and congressional elections, but we will consider 
other topics as well.

We would like to receive a short abstract of the paper by July 
15, 2009. The deadline for paper submissions is September 1, 
2009. All manuscripts received by this deadline will be reviewed. 
Although we have no length limits, we prefer that papers not ex-
ceed 40 pages (including tables, figures, and references), double 
spaced unless absolutely warranted. Additional submission 
guidelines are available on the journal’s website at http://www.
blackwellpublishing.com/journal.asp?ref=0360-4918. 

Presidential Studies Quarterly (PSQ) is the only scholarly journal 
that focuses on the most powerful political figure in the world - 
the president of the United States. An indispensable resource for 
understanding the U.S. presidency, Presidential Studies Quarterly 
offers articles, features, review essays, and book reviews cover-
ing all aspects of the American presidency. PSQ’s distinguished 
contributors are leading scholars and professionals in political 
science, history, and communications.

Questions about submissions should be directed to the special 
editor at cohen@fordham.edu.

PresIdenTIal sTudIes QuarTerly sPecial editiON 
ON the 2008 PResideNtial electiON

NEW BOOK BY FRED GREENSTEIN

Students of the presidency who are familiar with The 
Presidential Difference: Leadership Style from FDR to 
George W. Bush (2nd ed., Princeton University Press, 

2004) may be interested in knowing of the forthcoming 
follow-up book, which applies the same analytic frame-

work to the first seven chief executives. These men served 
in a period when the broad description of the presidency 
in the Constitution made it necessary for incumbents to 
define the specifics of their responsibilities. It is entitled 

Inventing the Job of President: Leadership Style from 
George Washington to Andrew Jackson. It will be pub-
lished by Princeton University Press in the summer of 

2009. Examination copies will be available from the Press 
in August at http://press.princeton.edu/class.html .
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continued from Page 9

However, 16.2 percent responded by saying they had either 
never received the newsletter or had no knowledge of the 
Report’s existence. This theme continues into Question 16. 
When asked how might we improve the respondent’s experi-
ence with the PRG, 23 percent said that they did not know 
the PRG Report existed, had never received the newsletter, or 
had no way to access it online. Also, 21 percent said that the 
website has not been updated for nine months, could be better 
formatted, does not provide a useful forum for research, and 
should include alerts of new/upcoming events, publications, 
etc.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

* Seek alternative/additional ways to engage APSA
 members and increase the visibility of the PRG
 Report.
* Incorporate survey findings and suggestions regard-
 ing content into the PRG Report.
* Coordinate efforts regarding the PRG Report with
 other PRG initiatives related to communication with
 member (e.g., website and listserv).

Year  President   Vice President   Secretary/Treasurer   
   
1980-1981 Lester G. Seligman  Thomas Cronin   Martha Kumar    
1981-1982 Thomas Cronin   Stephen Wayne   Martha Kumar    
1982-1983 Stephen Wayne   Francis Rourke   Martha Kumar    
1983-1984 Francis Rourke   George Edwards  Michael Grossman   
1984-1985 George Edwards  John Kessel   Michael Grossman   
1985-1986 John Kessel   Norman C. Thomas  Michael Grossman   
1986-1987 Norman C. Thomas  Bert A. Rockman  Michael Grossman   
1987-1988 Bert A. Rockman  Erwin C. Hargrove  Michael Grossman   
1988-1989 Erwin C. Hargrove  Betty Glad   Michael Grossman   
1989-1990 Betty Glad   James Young   Martha Kumar   
1990-1991 James Young   Samuel Kernell   Martha Kumar    
1991-1993 Samuel Kernell   Larry Berman    Martha Kumar    
1993-1995 Larry Berman    Martha J. Kumar  Terry Sulllivan    
1995-1997 Martha J. Kumar  Terry Sullivan   Karen Hult    
1997-1999 Terry Sullivan   Karen Hult    Robert J. Spitzer   
1999-2001 Karen Hult   Robert J. Spitzer  Michael A. Genovese   
2001-2003 Robert Spitzer   Michael A. Genovese  Bruce Miroff    
2003-2004 Michael A. Genovese  Bruce Miroff   Nancy Kassop    
2004-2005 Bruce Miroff   Nancy Kassop   Lori Cox Han    
2005-2006 Nancy Kassop   Lori Cox Han   Victoria A. Farrar-Myers  
2006-2007 Lori Cox Han   Victoria A. Farrar-Myers Charles E. Walcott   
2007-2008 Victoria A. Farrar-Myers Charles E. Walcott  Jeffrey E. Cohen 

fROm the aRchives 
Past PrG offIcers



PRG RePORt suRvey 
executIve summary

 In the spring of 2008, the Presidency Research Group 
(PRG) introduced a new Editor of the PRG Report newsletter, 
and with his appointment decided to ascertain whether changes to 
the design and information within the Report should be pur-
sued in order to better serve and attract members. A survey was 
sent out to all current and lapsed members of the PRG utilizing 
contact information obtained from APSA. The survey instrument 
consisted of 16 short questions and took between five to ten min-
utes to complete. The survey was distributed to 1,100 individuals, 
and 230 responded for a response rate of 21 percent. Below is a 
discussion of the overall findings.
 Of the respondents, 78.7 percent were current members 
and 21.3 percent were not current members of the PRG. When 
asked why they were a member of the PRG, 20.2 percent of the 
respondents said they were members for research purposes, 4.9 
percent said they were members for teaching purposes, and 71.0 
percent said they were members for both purposes. A majority of 
respondents were tenured or tenure-track professors at a four-year 
university or college (73.6 percent). The leading categories of 
scholarly interest of the respondents were presidential-congres-
sional research (13.7 percent), leadership (11.3 percent), histori-
cal presidency research (11 percent), and policy making (9.5 
percent).
 Questions 5 through 14 dealt primarily with the newslet-
ter. When asked how often they view the PRG Report, respon-
dents reported that they mainly view the Report only when each 
issue is announced (60.5 percent). Nearly 18 percent almost 
never view the newsletter, 15.4 percent have never viewed it, 
and 5.7 percent view it at least once a month.  When asked when 
they read the Report, there was only a slight difference between 
respondents reading the Report when it first comes out and when 
they have time (42.4 percent versus 36.4 percent, a 6 percent 
difference). However, the fact that the newsletter is currently 
available only online made 44 percent of respondents less likely 
to read it, although 41.3 percent said it had no effect at all.  
 Question 7 asked participants to rank from one (repre-
senting their highest priority) to five (representing their lowest 
priority) what they want to see in the Report. Some responses had 
to be omitted due to non-answer. This question resulted in the fol-
lowing findings:
 • 46.4 percent ranked a list of newly published/
  released presidency books as their highest
  priority.

 • 34.4 percent ranked a list of newly published
  journal articles as their number one, while 27.3
  percent ranked it their number two, for a total
  of 61.7 percent ranking this item number one or
  two.
 
 • Only 22.8 percent of respondents ranked
  abstracts as their highest priority, with 28.7
  percent ranking it number three.

 • Summary of research ranked number two or
  number three on almost half of the respondents’ 
  lists of priorities (23.6 percent and 25.1 percent,
  respectively). However, only 20 percent ranked
  it number one.
 
 • 30.1 percent ranked short research notes their
  second highest priority.

 • Input on teaching was ranked the lowest prior-
  ity by 26.5 percent of respondents, and 24.5
  percent ranked full length articles as their low-
  est priority.

Overall, a list of newly published/released presidency books was 
the highest priority among respondents (46.4 percent), while 
input on teaching (26.5 percent) and full length articles (24.5 
percent) were the lowest priority among respondents.
 When asked what respondents would like to see in 
the newsletter, 27.1 percent said they want to see summaries 
of books, recent journal articles, and recent conference papers, 
23.9 percent wanted announcements of conferences and calls 
for papers, while an estimated 19.4 percent wanted to see both 
original research (e.g. articles, research notes) and articles and/
or tips on teaching the presidency. Only 9.5 percent wanted to see 
information on people in the news.  Additionally, an overwhelm-
ing 82 percent said that each newsletter should offer articles and 
information on a range of different topics, compared to only 18 
percent who said that each issue should surround a specific theme 
of presidency research. When the issue of contributing to the 
Report was presented, 87.4 percent said that they would be will-
ing to write an article or summary, and 80.1 percent said that they 
would include a publication in the PRG Report in their vitae.  
 Question 13 asked survey participants how relevant 
the newsletter was to their decision in joining the PRG. Only 
4.5 percent said that it was their primary reason and 18 percent 
said it was very relevant. Conversely, 39.3 percent said it was 
not relevant at all, while 38.4 percent said that it was somewhat 
relevant. When asked if a revised newsletter would better meet 
their needs, thus becoming more relevant to their decision to be, 
or remain, a PRG member, only 25.4 strongly agreed, while 53 
percent somewhat agreed.
 Finally, Questions 15 and 16 allowed participants to 
write in their own comments on what they would particularly like 
to see included in the PRG Report and what could the PRG do to 
improve their experience with the group overall. To better under-
stand and classify the comments, they were grouped into catego-
ries by similar responses. When asked if there was anything in 
particular that they would like to see included in the PRG Report, 
35.1 percent of respondents said that they would like to see short 
research and teaching notes, preliminary research analyses, an-
nouncements of upcoming conferences, and calls for papers.

    continued previous page
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the duRatiON Of POlicy adOPted thROuGh PResideNtial executive 
ORdeRs 

Galen L. Steele

 Only days after the 2008 presidential election, the 
Obama transition team began reviewing hundreds of Bush execu-
tive orders to determine which orders to revoke. These orders 
garner such immediate attention because President Bush used 
executive orders to adopt a number of significant policies over 
the course of his eight years in the White House. His executive 
order policies include issues ranging from stem-cell research to 
oil and gas drilling, from the adoption of the faith-based initia-
tive to domestic spying. The fact that President Bush was willing 
to adopt significant policy via executive order even though these 
orders are easily revoked by any succeeding president reveals 
an apparent paradox in the nature of executive orders. Why 
adopt significant policy using executive orders that are so easily 
revoked?
 If, as Moe and Howell (1999) suggest, a president’s 
primary strategic motivation is to preserve his historical legacy, 
then executive orders are only effective to the degree that they 
can survive long enough to assist in achieving that goal. On the 
one hand, the significance of the policy adopted through execu-
tive orders leads some scholars (Mayer 1999, 2001; Howell 
2003; Cooper 2002) to conclude that executive orders represent 
a significant source of unilateral power which the president may 
use to establish a legacy. On the other hand, the susceptibility 
of executive orders to revocation leads others to conclude that 
executive orders are nothing more than very limited and tempo-
rary policy solutions (Light 1991; Schramm 1981), in which case 
orders may not be helpful in creating a significant and enduring 
legacy. While both arguments make assumptions about the dura-
tion of executive orders policy, the existing literature offers little 
more than speculation about the actual duration of policy adopted 
by executive order. I extend existing understanding of executive 
orders by demonstrating that a substantial proportion of executive 
orders persist well beyond the tenure of the presidents that issue 
them.
 Presently, the only consideration will be how long an 
executive order persists before being terminated, and whether a 
president can reasonably expect policy adopted through execu-
tive orders to remain in effect following his departure from the 
White House.1 In pursuit of the answers to these questions, I will 
first examine the existing literature on executive order duration. 
Second, I will briefly explain the data used. Lastly I will provide 
basic answers regarding the expected duration of an executive 
order.

Current Research
 Despite a rapidly growing body of literature on presi-
dential executive orders, this research only speculates about the 
duration of policy adopted by executive order. Light (1991) and 

1 For an examination of strategic considerations surround-
ing the termination of executive orders see Steele (2008).

Schramm (1981) argue that executive orders offer only temporary 
policy solutions. Light states that executive orders “offer a very 
limited and temporary alternative for policy initiatives” (1991, 
117). Cooper (2002) recognizes the potential for enduring policy 
impact of executive orders (80), but also observes that hastily 
issued orders are often immediately amended in order to correct 
bad policies (72). Finally, Warber (2006) suggests that presidents 
may not be concerned about the longevity of their orders because 
“presidents are more concerned about establishing their political 
capital, than with focusing on the implementation and future fate 
of their directives” (55). Howell and Lewis (2002) offer the only 
empirical evidence regarding the duration of executive orders. 
They identify 43 administrative agencies created by executive 
order between 1945 and 1995 (2002). The agencies survived an 
average of 8.8 years (with a cut-off of 1997).
  
Data
 So that I may extend the examination of executive order 
duration beyond the handful of cases used by Howell and Lewis 
(2002), this analysis takes into account all orders issued from 
January of 1959 to December of 1998. This range includes 2306 
orders issued from Dwight Eisenhower to Bill Clinton. The pri-
mary descriptive data for these orders is taken from the executive 
order disposition tables available from the National Archives.
 In order to determine the duration of an executive order, 
I determined both a date of origin and a date of termination. Ev-
ery order’s date of origin is the date it was signed into law by the 
president. Dates of termination for these orders were determined 
using four separate examinations of the data. First, I coded dates 
of revocation provided by the National Archives in the Execu-
tive Order Disposition Table and the Codification of Presidential 
Proclamations and Executive Orders Disposition Tables. Second, 
I examined the text of the orders. If the text included a date of 
termination or listed a specific time period that an order would 
be in effect, I calculated the termination date based on the date 
signed and the data provided in the text. If an order’s function is 
immediately fulfilled, I coded the termination date the same as 
the signed date. For example, if the only function of an order is 
to terminate another, the order is self-executing and no additional 
action is needed. Other examples are ceremonial orders, or orders 
sending employees home early on Christmas Eve. Third, if orders 
were overturned by congressional legislation I used the date 
the legislation was signed as the termination date for the order. 
Finally, if an order was revoked as a result of legal decision I 
used the date of the court opinion as the date of termination. Data 
for terminations by legislation or judicial review are provided 
from either Power without Persuasion (Howell 2003) or obtained 
using the same process employed by Howell. Congressional chal-
lenges were identified by using electronically searchable sources 
such as Thomas Online, Congressional Informational Services, 
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and Congressional Alert. Howell identified all federal court 
challenges to executive orders from 1943-1998; I used Shepard’s 
Code of Federal Regulations Citations to identify any additional 
cases from 1999 to 2004. The cut-off date for orders in this data 
set is December of 1998; however, the survey of termination 
dates extends to December of 2004. As a result the data may 
under-report the actual duration of later orders since the maxi-
mum age for an order issued in 1998 is 6 years.
 If an executive order is to help build a president’s his-
torical legacy, it should both endure and also have some policy 
significance. For example, Kennedy’s Peace Corps Executive 
Order 10924 not only sent a message about his approach to for-
eign policy, but it also created an agency that continues to operate 
today. While most orders alter administrative policy in some 
way, there are also many trivial orders like Carter’s Executive 
Order 12126 which corrected a typographical error in an earlier 
order. To verify that there is not a difference in duration between 
significant executive orders and the general body of executive 
orders I rely on a sample of significant executive orders identified 
by Mayer and Price (1999). Using a random sampling of execu-
tive orders Mayer and Price (1999) identify 149 significant orders 
issued between 1938 and 1998.  Mayer and Price did not identify 
all significant orders during this time frame, but from this sample 
they concluded that presidents do rely on executive orders to ef-
fect significant policy change and to signal other strategic actors. 
I coded the 86 of these orders issued between 1959 and 1998 as 
significant, and determined their termination dates using the same 
process as all other orders.

Executive Order Duration
 At first glance, executive orders appear to be easy targets 
considering that they can be easily revoked by any succeed-
ing president. They can also be issued with built-in termination 
dates, or they can just be carried out and completed. Despite the 
numerous ways an order can expire, nearly 40% of the orders is-
sued from this time period remain in effect. The discussion below 
examines the duration of the average executive order, as well as 
variations to duration as a result of party, presidential term, and 
executive order significance. The results are summarized in Table 
1. 
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 Using a cut-off date of December 31, 2004, the average 
order remained in effect for over 12 years (8.75 median). Of the 
orders that are eventually terminated, the average life expectancy 
is over 6 years (3 median). In other words, even orders that are 
eventually terminated can frequently expect to continue in effect 
beyond the term of the issuing president. How an order is acted 
on after being issued also plays a role in an order’s duration. An 
order that is amended lives 3.5 years beyond the average.
 The duration of an order may be strongly impacted by 
the timing of its issuance. For example, one might expect an 
order issued in the first term of a presidency to have a longer du-
ration than orders issued during a second term. However, the data 
suggest that orders have strikingly similar durations regardless of 
which term they are issued, with first term orders averaging over 
12 years (8.6 median) and second term orders also averaging over 
12 years (10.6 median).
 The duration of orders, however, is not evenly distribut-
ed between parties. During the time period examined, Democrats 
and Republicans issued an equivalent number of orders, but 64% 
of Democratic orders were terminated compared to only 58% of 
Republican orders. While both parties’ average order remains in 
effect over 12 years, the median Democratic orders remained in 
effect only 8 years compared to 11 years for Republicans.
 Finally, there was some variation between the full body 
of executive orders and the much smaller sample of significant 
orders. Only 36% of the significant orders avoided termination 
and on average they continued in effect for a slightly shorter pe-
riod of time – 11 years (8 median). Even these shorter durations 
suggest that orders are likely to remain in effect well past the 
issuing president’s term in office. While amendments extend the 
life of the average order by 3.5 years, amendments to significant 
orders do not extend their duration.

Summary
 The data confirm that executive orders have durations 
extending well beyond the term of the issuing president, and as 
a result, executive orders provide presidents the opportunity to 
unilaterally adopt policy as a means to building a historical
legacy. The results also demonstrate that this opportunity is not

Table 1. Average duration of executive orders (in weeks) issued from 1959 to 1998
   Number  Average Age Percent  Average Age Percent  Average Age 
   of Orders (median) Terminated at Termination Amended of Amended
   Issued      (median)   Orders
                (median) 

All Orders  2306  151  (105) 61%  73  (35)  23%           195  (146)

First Term Orders 1424  151  (103) 62%  68  (33)  25%           193  (136)

Second Term Orders   882  152  (128) 58%  81  (40)  21%           198  (155)

Democratic Orders 1128  152    (98) 64%  85  (48)  25%           197  (135)

Republican Orders 1178  151  (132) 58%  61  (30)  22%           192  (162)

Significant Orders     86  134    (95) 64%  68  (39)  34%           136    (61)



exclusive to the first term of a presidency as a president’s second 
term orders are likely to have a similar duration to those issued in 
the first term. What is more, these results are not limited to trivial 
executive orders, but include orders of significant policies.
 Although this analysis has considered how long an order 
is likely to remain in effect, I have made no attempt to answer 
the question of why one order persists while another is revoked. 
Nevertheless, these results provide us with some hints. If execu-
tive order duration were simply a matter of party control of the 
White House, one would expect the duration of orders to be no 
more than the length of a presidential term (4 to 8 years), with 
each successive president purging the policies of his predeces-
sor. In the time period examined the longest span of single party 
control was 12 years, and yet the average age even for significant 
orders exceeds this time. This suggests that the duration of orders 
is correlated to factors beyond simple party control.
 While the Obama transition diligently reviews George 
W. Bush’s executive orders, it is likely that neither party will be 
entirely pleased with the results. Bush devotees will be disap-
pointed to see executive orders revoked, but those hoping to uni-
laterally reverse eight years of Bush policies will be disappointed 
to discover the modesty of change. History suggests, as demon-
strated here, it is likely that many Bush policies, even significant 
ones, will remain intact well beyond January 20, 2009.
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the BeNefits Of “BuNk”: histORy aNd the 
PedaGOGy Of the PResideNcy 

Graham G. Dodds

 Political science is an infamously diverse and fractious 
field. Its practitioners cannot even agree about whether the disci-
pline should be called “political science,” as some departments 
prefer the labels “political studies,” “politics,” or “government.” 
And the disagreements about labels are emblematic of more 
serious, deep disagreements, like how to define its subject matter 
(i.e., the realm of things that are “political”) and how to approach 
the supposedly “scientific” study of it.
 This last area of disagreement is of course tied to the 
question of methodology. Methodologically, political science is a 
wonderfully diverse field; one can approach the “scientific” study 
of “politics” in many different ways. Despite or perhaps because 
of its status as “the master science” (Aristotle), political science 
has no real method of its own, no home-grown way of approach-
ing its subject. Instead, the methods used by political scientists 
come from other disciplines – mostly sister disciplines or cognate 
fields, but some more distantly related. Thus, one can do political 
science a la economics, law, philosophy, sociology, anthropology, 
psychology, or history, for example.
 Some of these methods have a longer pedigree within 
political science or presidential studies or currently enjoy more 
prestige than others, but in the age of post-Perestroika politi-
cal science, we’re all supposed to be good pluralists, willing to 
acknowledge the merits of different approaches and eager to say 
that no one approach is always best. And this diversity holds not 
only at the level of the discipline, but arguably also at the level 
of the individual: ideally, all political scientists should be ready, 
willing, and able to address different questions with different 
methods, to possess a quiver loaded with different types of ar-
rows to hit different types of targets. In reality, few of us are truly 
adept in multiple methods, and most of us mostly rely on one 
method most of the time.
 I approach teaching the presidency the same way that 
I approach studying it; for me, there’s no disconnect between 
teaching and research. And for me, the best way to understand 
the presidency (and many other political phenomena) is through 
history. History strongly influences my own thinking, in terms of 
teaching, scholarship, and even my own political views. Other 
approaches certainly have their merits, but I find that more often 
than not, history gives you more intellectual leverage on more 
interesting questions than any other approach.
 While history has often figured prominently in presiden-
cy studies, the academy’s current penchant for quantitative and 
formal scholarship has perhaps caused some of us to forget about 
the merits of historically informed approaches to the presidency, 
so it may be appropriate here to remind ourselves of its benefits 
for both teaching and scholarship. Even though in 1916 Henry 
Ford derided history as “more or less bunk,” as if the past bore 
no relation to the present or the future, in fact history affords 

valuable insights and thus can help us to better understand current 
politics. And history offers many benefits for understanding and 
teaching the presidency. Space precludes a complete or detailed 
list here, but some of the benefits are as follows.
 First, since the president’s job description in the Consti-
tution is very short and vague (Dodds, 2007), much if not most 
of the position is determined by precedents, customs, and norms. 
And history is really the only way to see how that has developed. 
No other approach can adequately explain what presidents do, 
why they do it, and how they do it.
 Second, college students today may well know or 
remember only two presidents (i.e., George W. Bush and Barack 
Obama), but of course there’ve been 42 others (counting Grover 
Cleveland twice for his non-consecutive terms), and students 
should know at least a little bit about at least some of them. In 
part this may be a matter of advocating knowledge for knowl-
edge’s sake. But surely it is not merely antiquarian to hold that 
young students bear some responsibility for knowing something 
about what occurred prior to their birth or the dawn of their 
political awareness. And history is necessarily the only means to 
that knowledge.
 Third, in standard social-scientific terms, you need an 
“N” of greater than one to make comparisons, let alone general-
izations, so at least some history is warranted. Even then, 44 is a 
fairly small N. And of course some of those 44 were much more 
noteworthy and influential than others: FDR’s dozen plus years in 
office were much more important than William Henry Harrison’s 
31-day reign in the early spring of 1841. Meaningful generaliza-
tions about presidents require knowledge of multiple presidents 
(the more, the better), and history is the means to that end.
 Fourth, one of the main themes that I try to develop in 
my teaching is the silliness of what historian David McCullough 
and others have called “the hubris of the present”: the contempo-
rary conceit that presidents and politics nowadays are incompara-
bly different from before, such that knowledge of the past confers 
little understanding of the present, let alone ability to make 
predictions of the future. In recent years, this attitude has taken 
the form of claims that the fall of the Iron Curtain, the advent of 
the internet, or 9/11 has “changed everything,” usually followed 
(implicitly or explicitly) by the claim that it therefore makes no 
sense to study the status quo ante. I claim that’s exactly wrong; 
that there’s really not much new under the sun; and that the more 
you know, the less things seem novel or fundamentally different. 
And history shows this to be true.
 Fifth, history helps students to distinguish the presi-
dency from the president(s). It is often difficult to differentiate 
between individuals and institutions, and this is especially so with 
regard to presidents and the presidency, as the latter is largely the 
creation of the former; the power and prestige of the Oval Office 
are closely related to but distinct from the dozens of individu-
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als who have worked there. Here again, history can come to the 
rescue, by demonstrating how the presidential office both exists 
before and persists after the tenure of any particular president, 
as well as how the individual and the institution influence each 
other.
 Sixth, in more theoretical terms, history helps you to 
discern the tensions between individual agency and structure or 
context. Even though the president is the most powerful person 
on the planet, he cannot do whatever he wants. Presidents are 
constrained by the Constitution, Congress, the courts, customs, 
and of course politics of various other sorts. And history helps us 
to understand those contextual considerations and how presidents 
have tried to deal with them. When you understand what a presi-
dent was up against, you can better understand what presidents 
can and cannot do.
 Seventh, another reason that students of the presidency 
should be attentive to history is that presidents themselves are 
attentive to it. Presidents tend to care about history both as a 
source of knowledge for their current situation and also in terms 
of securing their place in it, or their legacy.  These facts clearly 
indicate that history should figure prominently in any thorough 
analysis of the presidency.
 History is well or perhaps even uniquely suited to 
addressing each of the above seven points. But beyond these 
interrelated rationales for an historically informed approach to 
studying the presidency, how exactly do I employ history in my 
teaching in order to help students better understand the presi-
dency? It depends on the course and the level. In my introduc-
tion to American politics course, I use Michael Genovese’s very 
accessible book The Power of the American Presidency (2000). 
It’s written in part for students who “don’t know much about his-
tory,” and it offers quick, engaging summaries of each president. 
In my upper-level seminar on the presidency, I use Sidney Milkis 
& Michael Nelson’s The American Presidency: Origins and 
Development, 1776-2007 (2007). This is a well-written book now 
in its fifth edition that covers the historical development of the 
presidency and broader politics in some detail. There are numer-
ous other good texts that one might use, but I’ve found these two 
to be good for historical grounding.
 Having now claimed that history is important for 
understanding the presidency and having indicated sources by 
which students can learn that history, several questions naturally 
arise about history and pedagogy regarding the presidency. First, 
there’s the question of how much history is appropriate. In other 
words, how far back should you go (e.g., to FDR or all the way to 
Washington)?  On one hand, you can never know too much, but 
on the other hand, more in-depth knowledge of the recent past 
may be more useful than more superficial knowledge of the dis-
tant past. This issue may turn in part on one’s view of the “mod-
ern presidency” debate, but my own view is that more knowledge 
is better and that one can learn a lot from the first two dozen or 
so presidents. Contra Neustadt (1960), not everyone before FDR 
was a mere clerk, and much of the current presidency has its roots 
in the presidents of the nation’s first century and a half.
 Second, what of the charge associated with historian 
Arnold Toynbee that “history is just one damned thing after 
another?” In other words, does history merely offer a sequence of 
events without meaning or significance? In my view, history, or 

at least good history, isn’t just about data, but also about analysis; 
it’s not just a story, but also the moral of the story.  So history is 
good not just for chronology, but also for comparison and con-
text.
 How can we tease out context and comparison from 
a broad historical narrative?  In my upper-level seminar on the 
presidency and my graduate seminar on political leadership, I 
use Stephen Skowronek’s The Politics Presidents Make (1993) 
for this purpose. I think that Skowronek’s book ranks among the 
best things ever written by a political scientist in the discipline’s 
first century of existence, but it can be very hard to understand. 
It confers great insight, but it’s as complicated as it is complex.  
So, how to get undergraduates to appreciate its strengths before 
they despair of its impenetrability? Basically, I assign only a little 
of the book itself, I change some of Skowronek’s terminology, 
and I take some time to explain the main parts of his account. In 
particular, I try to explain his insight that the presidency contains 
several aspects or strands that may be disentangled: an ostensibly 
consistent constitutional role, an evolving chronological dimen-
sion with four modes of politics or structures of political power 
(Patrician, Party, Pluralist, and Plebiscitary) and five partisan 
regimes (Jeffersonian, Jacksonian, Republican, New Deal, and 
Conservative), and four recurring structures of political author-
ity or leadership types (Reconstruction, Preemption, Disjunction, 
and Articulation). In this way, I seek to add comparative and 
contextual considerations to the chronology of presidents. A little 
Skowronek can facilitate a lot of understanding.
 Third, what are the limits of history? History has many 
benefits, but it can’t cover every pedagogical concern. Tradition-
ally, teachers of the presidency seem drawn to one of two basic 
approaches to organizing a course: thematic or historical. If you 
cover the president’s relations with Congress, the courts, the par-
ties, and the media all separately, then important recurring points 
and overarching themes will be lost. And conversely, if you cover 
it all historically, then it’s difficult to examine more narrow top-
ics. I try to do both, but with history first, as a foundation. After 
using history to discuss the evolution (and stasis) of the presi-
dency for at least the first two-thirds of the academic term, I then 
cover different substantive topics, using Michael Nelson’s The 
Presidency and the Political System (2006): presidential elec-
tions, presidential power, relations with the other branches, the 
press, and foreign affairs. This combination (starting with history, 
then doing several separate topics) seems to work well and is a 
good compromise between the two alternatives of doing it either 
historically or topically. By doing both, I try to get the best of 
both approaches.
 In conclusion, my aim here has been to indicate the 
benefits of an historical approach to teaching and studying the 
presidency, to indicate how to conduct such an effort and what 
resources might be useful for it, and to indicate some of its limita-
tions. In short, history provides a necessary but not sufficient 
means of understanding and teaching the presidency. History 
is thus an indispensable element in effective teaching about the 
presidency. More important, history affords students a better 
understanding not only of the presidency, but also of their own 
place in time and their inescapable connectedness to the past. And 
as David McCullough said, “You can’t be a full participant in our 
democracy if you don’t know our history.”   
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usiNG POPulaR cultuRe tO teach the PResideNcy 
Justin Vaughn

 At the 2008 Annual Meeting of the American Politi-
cal Science Association, several presidency scholars gathered 
in Boston a day early to conduct a short course on teaching the 
presidency.  The event was both stimulating and entertaining 
and allowed participants and attendees to learn from their fellow 
presidency scholars about alternative ways to present the material 
we have all dedicated our careers to studying to a new generation 
of political science majors, while also sharing their own preferred 
approaches. My presentation concerned the ways in which I 
involve popular culture in my course on the American presidency.  
 My usage of popular culture in my presidency classes is 
rooted in my conviction that popular culture plays an incredibly 
important role in shaping how we think about the presidency. By 
looking at how pop culture portrays individual presidents as well 
as the office, we gain a more complete understanding of how the 
institution is viewed by the mass public (or at least a segment 
of it). When we start to take a macro perspective of the films (or 
songs or novels or television programs) of a particular era or de-
cade and see one or several key themes persistently popping up, it 
gives us insight about that moment’s political zeitgeist.
 For example, in the middle and late 1990s, a crop of 
films were produced about presidential deception. This was not 
the first time such films were made (nor is it likely to be the last), 
and though very few were directly critical of then-President Clin-
ton, it can be reasonably argued that they represented a cultural 
and commercial reaction to public awareness of (if not concern 
about) Clinton’s perceived flexible relationship with fidelity. Sim-
ilarly, today you see many films and television programs released 
that portray presidents as sometimes buffoonish or amateurish, 
and many others that concern notions of moral ambiguity. We can 
make plausible arguments that both are related to the George W. 
Bush experience, both as a reflection of the man and the global 
political context in which his administration has had to operate.

Why I take a popular culture focus
 By definition, pop culture is a shared cultural reference. 
Not every student perks up when you mention Nixon’s “Checkers 
Speech” or Carter’s “Malaise Speech,” but a surprising number 
can tell you about the president’s impromptu press conference 
speech in Aaron Sorkin’s The American President (1995). Simi-
larly, not many students can describe in detail the Great Society 
or what a New Democrat is, but nearly all can talk about the 
president in Independence Day (1996) or 24 or The West Wing.
 I subscribe in many ways to the pedagogical approach 
advocated by Paulo Friere (a 20th Century Brazilian educator and 
liberation theologian and author of Pedagogy of the Oppressed). 
In the tiniest of nutshells, Friere (1970) argued that learning was 
a form of freedom, and the best/only way to learn was through a 
cooperative, dialogical experience. He railed against the so-called 

“bankers model” where instructors simply made “deposits” in the 
knowledge accounts of their inferior and subordinate students. 
Instead, he contended that a curriculum based on communication 
and self-discovery was superior, both morally and functionally. I 
like the popular culture approach because I believe it is empower-
ing for my students and also because it opens up the members of 
the class to one another and to the idea of seriously taking part in 
the community of our classroom.
 When students feel uncomfortable or uncertain, many 
tend to shut down. We have all experienced those moments where 
a difficult question inspires not a thoughtful response but instead 
severe gaze-averting and furious page-turning, an attempt to 
spend the awkward several seconds of silence searching for the 
answer but hoping a fellow classmate beats them to it. Very few 
students continue to probe a topic when they are faced with their 
own lack of knowledge. However, when you ask the students 
to engage in a particular course component on the basis of their 
personal experiences, their confidence in their ability to do so 
increases dramatically. Very few 19- and 20-year-old students 
have interned in the White House or taken family vacations to 
presidential libraries or even read many presidential biographies. 
As a result, they rarely have an experience of the presidency. 
What they have been, however, is inundated with a stream of 
presidency-centered pop culture. Like it or not, pop culture is a 
core component of many individuals’ experience, especially for 
younger students whose lives have so far been primarily about 
cultural consumption. As a result, emphasizing pop culture as a 
starting point in a presidency class offers a way of saying, “Hey, 
what you have done so far with your life matters and you can 
build on it.”

How I employ the popular culture focus
 Utilizing a pop culture focus in presidency courses 
requires more than just spending the first few minutes of the class 
period immediately following syllabus day chatting about movies 
with presidential protagonists. Employing pop culture as both a 
framing device and a substantive topic takes a little more thought 
than that, but not a tremendous amount more. How I employ pop 
culture differs every time, depending on factors ranging from the 
technological capabilities of my classroom to the events occur-
ring during the semester in question to the length of the class 
periods. As a result, pop culture is sometimes a central focus, 
while other times merely a minor theme. 
 For example, with the exciting election of this past fall 
and a class that only lasted 65 minutes, I did not spend a great 
deal of energy on pop culture in the most recent semester, but 
instead spent my time linking developments in the campaign to 
the topics of the day. However, two semesters previous, with a 
technologically sophisticated classroom, an 85 minute-long class 
period, and a new wave of recently released films inspired by 
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President Bush, I used several class periods and dedicated major 
assessment exercises to the topic of pop culture and the presi-
dency. In most semesters, I sometimes show movies in class, or 
have a period dedicated to Presidents and Rock & Roll where 
students can bring in CDs from their own collections that feature 
lyrics about the president. Sometimes I give handouts relevant to 
the topic, but I have not yet assigned a single text. There are some 
good volumes out there on the topic, however, including edited 
works such as John Matviko’s The American President in Popu-
lar Culture (2005, Greenwood Press) and Peter Rollins and John 
O’Connor’s Hollywood’s White House (2005, University Press of 
Kentucky). Moreover, recently released scholarly texts like Dan-
iel Frick’s Reinventing Richard Nixon (2008, University Press of 
Kansas), Gene Healy’s The Cult of the Presidency (2008, Cato In-
stitute), and Dana Nelson’s Bad for Democracy (2008, University 
of Minnesota Press) could be brought in to senior-level courses 
seeking to further explore the relationship between how culture 
encourages us to view the presidency and the consequences of 
such views. 
 As much as I change my approach each semester, 
however, I require the same general paper every time, though 
page length and the number of required “artifacts” changes from 
semester to semester based on how much I am emphasizing the 
pop culture aspect. This paper is always a core component of the 
student’s eventual final grade and generally requires students to 
observe and critically analyze an overarching theme in multiple 
pop culture artifacts (usually, though not always, cinema). As 
you can imagine, the variation in topics an instructor can receive 
is quite astounding. For example, a student interested in writing 
about how pop culture portrayals of congressional politics have 
changed (or stayed the same) over time could view Mr. Smith 
Goes to Washington (1939), Advise and Consent (1962), and The 
Contender (2000).  Students interested in filmic portrayals of 
congressional elections could choose The Manchurian Candidate 
(1962/2000), The Candidate (1972), Bulworth (1998), and Bob 
Roberts (1992).  Other ideas include common people becoming 
president (2006’s Man of the Year, 1993’s Dave, and 2003’s Head 
of State), presidents and nuclear politics (1964’s Fail Safe, 1999’s 
Deterrence, 1964’s Dr. Strangelove), differences in televised 
portrayals of the presidency (West Wing, Commander-in-Chief, 
24), sensationalistic portrayals of the presidency (1997’s Mur-
der at 1600, 1997’s Air Force One, 1996’s Independence Day) 
and many others. With the election of Barack Obama, numerous 
student papers this past semester focused on portrayals of African 
American presidents, citing chief executives in films and televi-
sion programs such as The Man (1972), Deep Impact (1998), and 
24. The mass media caught on to this trend recently, as well, with 
thoughtful journalistic pieces published in outlets such as the Los 
Angeles Times and www.slate.com.

Why employing a popular culture focus matters
 During the semester, as we are still a few weeks out 
from the paper’s due date, I will occasionally take some time in 
class to ask how students are doing “collecting data” for their 
culture papers, inquiring about what topics or artifacts they have 
chosen, and prodding a class dialogue. Because everyone in the 
class can relate to the topic, active discussions usually ensue, and 
these discussions help build conversational bonds that enhance 

subsequent class discussions. These discussions also help build 
student self-confidence, as nearly everyone has an interesting 
take they feel comfortable discussing. More intellectually, this 
approach helps to further develop critical thinking skills by en-
couraging students to identify themes across multiple pop culture 
artifacts, delineate the differences, and ask themselves what these 
themes and differences mean.
 I have received some excellent papers over the last 
several semesters I have required this assignment, with topics 
ranging from the evolution of hip-hop and how MCs changed the 
way they talked about presidents to sensationalistic portrayals of 
the president and what such films say about American expecta-
tions of leadership. There have been several good papers about 
presidential deception, presidential decision-making, presidents 
and notions of strength, the role of women as presidents, African 
Americans as presidents, presidents as both heroes and anti-
heroes, and many others.
 Perhaps most importantly, these papers become assign-
ments that many students find enjoyable, thus encouraging them 
to work even harder. It has been my experience, both as a former 
political science undergraduate student and today as a professor, 
that for many students, writing papers can be a special thing, a 
task that is challenging but also one they often cherish (if only 
after the fact). Students often like to tell one another about their 
papers, what kind of research they did, one kind of argument 
they made and how they supported it. Often times, during these 
conversations they are merely trading sentences, saying “This is 
what I did” and “Oh really, well, this is what I did.” But with this 
paper, I have observed students actually sharing a conversation, 
talking about the same pop culture artifacts, discussing the over-
arching themes, suggesting other relevant examples that someone 
may not have heard about. Further, this conversation usually 
leads to more than just a between-classes conversation about how 
Oliver Stone portrays presidents in his films. 
 In addition, and much more important, is that inevitably 
every semester after we have concluded the pop culture portion, 
something will happen in the news, whether an action from the 
incumbent or one by a key candidate, and the students trace it 
back to their now increased understanding of how pop culture 
portrays presidents and how presidents (and candidates) respond 
to such portrayals. It makes moments like the Al-Tipper kiss or 
Bush’s flight suit stunt more understandable. It also sheds light 
on the strategic considerations behind Nixon’s photo with Elvis, 
George W. Bush’s work with U2’s Bono, Barack Obama’s danc-
ing with Ellen DeGeneres, and Hillary Clinton’s poll of support-
ers to determine her campaign theme song (when, ironically, a 
love song by a Canadian singer won).
 In sum, I use pop culture as a theme in my class for 
three reasons. First, pop culture is incredibly important in shaping 
the way we think about our presidents, which in turn is incred-
ibly important in shaping how we think about our country and 
political system. Second, pop culture is something everyone is 
comfortable with, something everyone has to some degree master 
or ownership of, and thus is a topic that people feel comfortable 
and confident talking about, which further facilitates classroom 
collegiality. Finally, this type of a paper facilitates the develop-
ment of critical thinking skills in a “fun” way, yet also sheds sig-
nificant light on how the way presidents (and candidates) conduct 
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