
POLS 3600 Guide to Writing Essay Responses 
 

I. The writing prompt 
a. A typical writing prompt will look something like the following:  

i. What is the strategic model of judicial behavior? Using the example of 
majority opinion assignment at the U.S. Supreme Court, apply the strategic 
model, and examine which types of justices will be selected to author majority 
opinions and under what conditions. Using your analysis, review the scholarly 
literature and case law for examples that help to demonstrate the validity of 
your analysis. 

b. Remember that I will provide you with more than one writing prompt, but I only expect 
you to pick one for your essay assignment.  

c. Be certain that your essay addresses every element of the writing prompt to avoid 
losing points.  

II. The argument 
a. Put simply, your essay needs to advance some central, guiding argument called a thesis. 

Using the prompt above as an example, a thesis statement might take the following 
form: 

i. Under the strategic model, opinion assignment at the U.S. Supreme Court 
should balance ideological and pragmatic goals such as workload and expertise 
such that the opinion assigner’s payoffs are maximized.  

b. Your argument should have a linear progression of ideas—one stemming from 
another—in as seamless a manner possible. Establishing a coherent flow of ideas is 
therefore critical. Your introductory paragraph introduces the topic on which you’ll be 
writing and concludes with a thesis statement, and every subsequent paragraph will 
develop a new idea that builds your case for the validity of your thesis. Topic and 
concluding sentences should bookend each paragraph, and a concluding paragraph—
driving home the central point once again—should end your essay.  

c. I cannot stress this enough: An essay is not just one long paragraph. Each paragraph 
should advance a central idea and should be about 4-6 sentences. For an essay that is 
approximately 1,500 words, you should probably have between 6 an 10 paragraphs.  

III. The style-guide 
a. Your writing should conform to the Chicago Manual of Style. If you are unfamiliar 

with this style guide, I encourage your to peruse the Purdue University’s Online 
Writing Lab (link here). Your paper should include a title page, page numbering, and 
a complete section of references. For citations, please note that the Chicago style 
permits either in-text, parenthetical citations or the use of notes.  

b. Your essay should be at least 1,500 words, including the title page, notes, tables/figures, 
and references.  

c. The body of your paper should be double-spaced, have one inch margins, and should 
preferably use Times New Roman with 11 or 12 point size font.   

IV. Citations 
a. The readings listed in the syllabus are only a starting point and are meant to help 

introduce you to some of the relevant literature on a given topic. It would not be 
practical for us to cover all of the relevant literature on every given research topic. Not 
even doctoral seminars do that. Thus, it is incumbent upon you to seek out relevant 
literature that will help you to make your argument as sound and as persuasively as 
you can.  

b. The first place I go when looking for literature is Google Scholar. You can type in 
some general search terms like, “Supreme Court opinion assignments” and review the 

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/research_and_citation/chicago_manual_17th_edition/cmos_formatting_and_style_guide/general_format.html
https://scholar.google.com/


results this way. Or you can start with a known source and click on the, “Related 
articles” button that appears below it. I’ve had a lot of luck with this approach.  

c. Another place you can go to look for sources is the AUM library’s webpage. But if I’m 
being perfectly honest, I only use this option if I already know what I’m looking for. 
Otherwise, I stick to Google Scholar.  

d. As you develop your argument, you should take care to stick to peer-reviewed research, 
relevant case-law, or data derived from some legitimate source (preferably government 
data, scholarly data, or data gathered by reputable journalists/publishers/nonprofits). 
Articles or books published in the popular press are generally unsuitable for advancing 
a scholarly argument as your essay here should.  

e. If you only cite one or two peer-reviewed pieces, you’re not likely to be pleased with 
the grade you earn on this assignment. Every scholarly assertion you make needs to be 
accompanied by an appropriate citation. For example, if I assert the following, I can 
back up these claims with citations to the relevant literature: 

i. Strategic opinion assigners minimize utility losses when they select opinion 
authors who will write opinions closest to their preferred policy outcome.1 
Judicial preferences, the size of the court, and the location of the status quo 
policy dictate which individual, including the assigner, will write an opinion 
of maximal utility.2 Quantitative analysis bears out that opinion assignments 
at the U.S. Supreme Court favor ideologically congruent justices (especially 
in salient issue areas).3 Nevertheless, other practical considerations such as 
workload and expertise also influence opinion assignment.4 

ii. See how I made citations to back up each of my claims? You should do that 
too. 

f. When writing a scholarly essay such as those you’ll write for this course, positive 
assertions need to be backed up with citations to the literature or with sound 
quantitative/qualitative analysis. What this means is that you cannot simply assert 
something that you believe/feel is or ought to be true. For example, the statement, “I 
feel like opinion assignments at the U.S. Supreme Court should be apolitical because 
judges are supposed to be above politics,” would get flagged for a couple of reasons. 
One is that the body of literature on opinion assignments holds that politics play an 
important role in opinion assignments. Second, this statement would get flagged 
because it is normative. That is to say, it tells the reader how the world ought to be 
rather than the way it actually is. Your writing should embrace the latter, positive, 
approach about the reality of judicial politics, and that reality should be based in the 
scholarly literature or empirical evidence.   

g. You don’t typically need to include citations for your introductory or concluding 
paragraphs (including your thesis statements). You’ll demonstrate the validity of the 
assertions in these paragraphs throughout the body of your essay.  

h. When citing cases, remember that case names (but not years) are italicized. You need 
to cite not only the case name but also where it is published. For example, I might 

                                                      
1 Thomas H. Hammond, Chris W. Bonneau, and Reginald S. Sheehan, Strategic Behavior and 

Policy Choice on the U.S. Supreme Court (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005).  
2 Ibid.  
3 Paul J. Wahlbeck, “Strategy and Constraints on Supreme Court Opinion Assignment,” University 

of Pennsylvania Law Review 154, no. 6 (2006): 1729-55. Forrest Maltzman and Paul J. Wahlbeck, “A 
Conditional Model of Opinion Assignment on the Supreme Court,” Political Research Quarterly 57, no. 4 
(2004): 551-63. 

4 Maltzman and Wahlbeck, 551. Saul Brenner, “Issue Specialization as a Variable in Opinion 
Assignment on the U.S. Supreme Court,” The Journal of Politics 46, no. 4 (1984): 1217-25.  

 



reference Brown v. Board of Education (1954), and then I would include the citation 
for that case (usually in a footnote) as: 347 U.S. 483. This citation derives from the 
place a case is published—in this instance, the United States Reports. The number, 
“347” refers to the volume in the United States Reports. The portion, “U.S.” refers to 
the Reports itself. And the number, “483” identifies the page in the volume of the 
Reports where the case begins. Most of your modern Supreme Court opinions will look 
like the above citation. In some cases such as recent opinions, the case will not yet have 
been published. For example, the citation for Obergefell v. Hodges (2015) is: 576 U.S. 
___, where the blank is literally included in the citation to indicate it remains 
unpublished. Finally, lower federal courts and state courts will have citations that look 
different because their opinions are published in different places. If you’re having a 
hard time figuring out how to cite a case, I’m more than happy to help you on this.  

V. Grammar and mechanics 
a. I grade not only for content but also for grammar, mechanics, and style (see the syllabus 

for a full breakdown of my grading rubric). Consequently, if you write sentence 
fragments, consistently omit punctuation, fail to break paragraphs, and so on, then you 
can expect to lose points on this component of the assignment.  

b. If you are unclear about the proper use of grammar or feel like you could use a 
refresher, the AUM writing center in the library can be of great use, or you can visit 
me during office hours to go over your writing.  

VI. Tables, figures, and headings/subheadings 
a. If you’re making a quantitative argument, tables and figures can be a great way to 

bolster your claim and aid your reader in grasping the point you’re trying to make. For 
example, suppose you want to make the argument that norms of collegiality on the 
U.S. Supreme Court broke down near the end of the 1930s. Then a table or figure 
showing the number of dissenting opinions filed each term straddling that inflection 
point is a great way to hammer your point home. I only ask that you label your tables 
and figures (e.g., “Table 1: An analysis of Supreme Court dissenting behavior”) and to 
provide relevant captions for them (e.g., “The x-axis shows Supreme Court terms, and 
the y-axis plots the number of dissenting opinions published per term.”). Generally 
speaking, tables and figures should appear at the top of a given page. Don’t just drop a 
table or figure into your paper without referencing it. The text of your paper should 
identify, explain, and reference them like: “In Figure 1, I show the total number of 
dissenting opinions published for each Supreme Court term between 1900 and 2000. 
Note that around the 1938 term, dissenting opinions skyrocketed and have remained 
high ever since.”  

b. You can easily make a table in Word by going to the tab, “Insert,” and selecting the 
drop-down menu for “Table.” To insert a figure into your Word document, first save 
it as a “png” file. Then, go to the “Insert” tab, and select “Pictures.” You can then insert 
the image you saved as a “png.”  

c. Headings and subheadings can be a great way to organize your thinking and guide your 
reader along with the linear progression of your argument. I use headings and 
subheadings in everything I write. To keep the running example going, I might use the 
following headings for a hypothetical paper about the strategic model and majority 
opinion assignments.  

i. Introduction 
ii. The Strategic Model 

iii. Opportunities for Strategy in Supreme Court Opinion Assignments 
iv. Evidence for Strategic Behavior in Opinion Assignments 
v. Conclusion 

vi. References 



d. You see how from these guide posts the essay just sort of begins to write itself—how 
it already looks like an outline for a complete argument? Headings are very, very 
useful.  


