CONGRESS AND THE PRESIDENCY

FALL 2005 – PAPER ASSIGNMENT #2

BACKGROUNDER ON MEMBER OF CONGRESS

Brief Description (From the Syllabus): A four-page briefing paper that details the political biography, voting record, and key constituency groups for the Member of Congress that you have selected for the simulation.  The first draft of this paper will be due on October 4.  You will have the opportunity to revise the paper before handing in a final version on October 20. 
More specifically: 
This background/briefing paper will prepare everyone for the simulation later this semester.  As we discussed in class, each of you will be playing the role of a Member of Congress (House).   This paper provides you the opportunity to learn more about who your member is and how they might react to a specific legislative proposal.   Keep in mind that the legislative proposal for the simulation will involve government regulation of the food and/or fast food industries ("Big Food!").  
The paper needs to include the following information: 
1.  Biographical information, particularly occupation, education and political and elected officeholding experience.  Almanac of American politics, members' web site is good source. 
2.  Information on the district and constituency(ies)that your member represents.  Think about the way Fenno defined the various constituencies... Supporters, primary supporters, personal supporters, etc.... is the district heterogeneous or homogeneous...   The Almanac of American politics is a good source for this.  Members' web site should also have some information on the district. 

3.  Are there issues that are important for the district?  Projects the member is supporting?   Your member's web site should have press releases going back a ways.  This should be pretty easy to find. 

4.   Your description of your member's "Home Style."  This may be somewhat challenging, but do your best using newspaper stories and press releases.  
5.  Ideology - There are a number of ideological measures of members of Congress.  ADA (Americans for Democratic Action) scores and ACU (American Conservative Union) scores are the most widely accepted measures.  Roll Call also places members on an ideological continuum from time to time (capitol hill newspaper) )but that might be hard to find.   You should also consider whether your member is a member of any of the particular caucuses in the House (small groups of members that focus on an issue or ideological agenda).  There are some caucuses that are distinctly conservative, others that are distinctly liberal, and others in the middle (Blue Dog Democrats, for instance, is a group of moderate Dems.).  
6.  Party - What is the party ID for your member?   What is your members' relationship with the party?  Do they have a leadership/assistant leadership position?   Voting wise, is your member frequently crossing party lines?  (There are measures of party loyalty in CQ Annual Report or in an occasional Weekly Report article.)  Why do they cross party lines?  Is there a particular issue that they are passionate about?  Is there a particular constituency they are concerned about? 
7.  Legislation -  Use Congressional Quarterly Annual Report/Weekly Report as a great source for key votes on regulation, taxes, foreign policy, etc...  Use www.house.gov as a source for information on what legislative initiatives your member of Congress has sponsored/cosponsored (successfully or unsuccessfully or unresolved...). 
8.  Interest groups - which interest groups endorsed your member during the last election?  Which supported the campaign with donations?  Try www.opensecrets.org as one source.  A google search for the member in the most recent election should pull up many of the interest groups that endorsed your member (as well as those that strongly opposed him or her by endorsing the opponent). 
9.  Committees/Floor activity - What committees does your member serve on?  What influence does this give your member in DC?  Are they in leadership positions on the committee (ranking member? subcommittee chair?).  Do the committees reflect particular issue areas they focus on or district constituencies (army base in the district?  urban population?  etc...).  In terms of floor activity -- does your member speak on the floor often?  On what subjects?  You can search your member on the congressional record, which is online.  
Remember the goal here: to prepare you for the simulation.  This information will help you understand the types of pressures members take into account when making decisions about legislative proposals.  It will also shape the way you articulate your members' position to constituents (through the media and constituent mail).  
You are not only allowed to share information on sources... you are encouraged to do so.  One caveat -- please share source information with EVERYONE in the class (you can e-mail them through blackboard) rather than just person to person. 
Let me know if you have questions or need clarification.  
The first draft is due on October 4.   Final draft on October 20.
