
POLS 3600 Guide to Discussion Leadership 
 

Introduction 
 
Twice during this semester, you will be called upon to lead the class in the discussion of assigned readings. 
I will let you know well in advance to which days you will be assigned discussion leadership and which 
readings you should prepare. Your grade on this component will derive from two sources: (1) Your oral, in-
class assessment of the readings, and (2) Your written assessment of your readings. For the purpose of 
grading, each of these components will be weighted equally. Put differently the oral and written portions 
of this assignment are each weighted at 50 percent per discussion assignment. Specific details follow. 
 
The Written Component 
 
Half of your grade on this assignment derives from your written assessment of the assigned readings. For 
the sake of exposition, I’ll use the following journal article to demonstrate what I’m looking for below: 
 
Melinda Gann Hall. 2007. “Voting in State Supreme Court Elections: Competition and Context as 

Democratic Incentives.” The Journal of Politics, 69(4): 1147-59.  
 
For each of your readings, you need to identify the following:  
 

1. What is the main topic that this publication investigates?   
a. Hall (2007) examines state and individual-level factors that affect voter participation in 

state supreme court elections.  
2. What is the primary thrust of this work’s thesis? 

a. At its most basic level, Hall’s (2007) argument could be boiled down to the following: 
“Voters are increasingly likely to participate in state supreme court elections when their 
information about a given race is increasing.”  

b. More specifically, Hall (2007) identifies state and race-level factors that are likely to further 
voter information and, hence, participation. First, state institutional factors like ballot 
design affect voter information when they identify the political party to which candidates 
belong. Races without party labels deprive voters of one of the most important information 
heuristics they could possibly use to cast an informed vote. Similarly, uncompetitive 
elections (those in which incumbents run unopposed for retention) deprive voters of even 
more opportunities to become informed by removing the chance for challengers to 
highlight and critique one another’s qualifications, experiences, policy preferences, and so 
on. Other state-level factors Hall (2007) conjectures will affect voter knowledge and 
turnout include the state’s level of education, whether the election was held during a 
presidential election, along with the size of a given election district.  

c. Hall (2007) also argues that race-level factors should affect voter knowledge of and 
engagement with judicial elections. She posits that more competitive elections should draw 
greater voter attention and, hence, participation. She also expects that races for a state 
supreme court’s chief justiceship should garner greater voter attention given that in many 
states the chief justice plays an outsize role as agenda-setter. And finally, Hall (2007) 
argues that voters should be more likely to participate in elections for open seats—where 
no successful incumbent is running for reelection. These campaigns are typically more 
competitive than elections featuring a successful incumbent.  

3. What evidence does this piece use to test its thesis?  
a. Hall (2007) tests her ideas using a dataset consisting of 654 state supreme court elections 

in 38 American states, spanning the years 1980 to 2000. She operationalizes voter 
information and participation using the concept of ballot rolloff. Rolloff is the percentage 



of voters who, after already having paid the costs to turn out and vote, nevertheless failed 
to register any preference in a given state supreme court race.  

b. Hall (2007) additionally gathers state and race-level data to test her argument regarding 
voter information and participation. Specifically, she examines the effect that the following 
have on ballot rolloff: (1) ballot type, (2) state education, (3) election year, (4) electoral 
competitiveness of state judicial races, (5) incumbency status, (6) chief justice races, (7) 
“hot” races or races that are competitive, and (8) races that have more than one candidate 
running for a state supreme court seat.  

4. What are the key findings in this publication?  
a. First, Hall (2007) finds that the competitiveness of a state supreme court election affects 

voter knowledge and participation. She finds that contested elections reduce rolloff by 16 
percent compared to those without any challenger candidate. “Hot” races similarly reduce 
rolloff by nearly five percent compared to less competitive campaigns.  

b. Hall (2007) finds that other contextual factors can stimulate voter interest in state supreme 
court campaigns. For example, a chief justice race lowers rolloff by nearly four percent 
compared to other types of campaigns. And better educated populations exhibit higher rates 
of turnout compared to less educated groups. For every one percentage point increase in a 
state’s high school graduation rate, rolloff decreases by 0.75 percent. States with a climate 
for more competitive judicial campaigns generally have lower rates of rolloff—about 6.1 
percent less rolloff compared to uncompetitive states. And finally, Hall (2007) finds that 
rolloff is higher in presidential years compared to others—about 2 percent higher. This is 
because greater numbers of voters turn out in presidential elections who only vote at the 
top of the ticket, thereby leaving blank their preference for the judiciary.  

c. Finally, Hall (2007) finds that state-level institutions are critical to voter information and 
participation in state supreme court elections. Specifically, partisan elections exhibited 
nearly 10 percentage points lower rolloff compared to nonpartisan elections. Clearly, the 
presence of partisan labels helps to inform voters and permit them to cast a knowledgeable 
vote. Similarly, Hall (2007) finds that retention elections lower rates of rolloff compared 
to nonpartisan elections. She posits that although retention elections do not use partisan 
labels, voters can infer partisanship based upon the party of the appointing governor.  

5. Concluding thoughts/critiques 
a. Clearly, the availability of information is a critical factor when it comes to voter 

participation in state supreme court elections. That high rates of Americans do not vote in 
these contests is less a reflection of apathy so much as ignorance over who the candidates 
are and what they stand for.  

b. One counter-intuitive finding was that retention elections exhibit similar rates of voter 
participation to partisan elections. Hall (2007) argued that this was because voters can infer 
a candidate’s party from their appointing governor, but this does not seem like a realistic 
expectation—certainly not to the extent that partisan and retention ballots convey equal 
amounts of information. That is simply unrealistic and deserves greater scrutiny.  

c. What other factors might affect voter knowledge or participation in a state supreme court 
campaign aside from those highlighted by Hall (2007)? 

d. To begin, Hall (2007) did not assess the expense or tone of a campaign. More direct 
measures of these concepts might improve our understanding of voter engagement in 
judicial elections.  

e. Another factor that seems likely to affect voter information would appear to be the press. 
Members of the media follow and critique the qualifications of would-be politicians and 
then convey that information to voters. It may well be that campaigns better covered by the 
press exhibit higher rates of voter engagement.  

 
 



The Oral Component 
 
The other half of your grade on this component derives from your oral assessment of the assigned readings. 
Quite simply, you will be graded on this component based upon your ability knowledgeably to answer 
questions about your reading or to convey information such as that contained in your written component. 
My approach in posing questions to you will be largely Socratic (but don’t let that intimidate you—it’s a 
friendly version of the Socratic method). That is, I will pose you questions, and from your answers, I will 
probe further to assess your understanding of the readings, their themes, methods, strengths, weaknesses, 
and so on.  


