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Overview: This course is an introduction to the study of urban politics in the United States. We 
will focus on who is involved and influential in urban politics and how political processes in 
cities shape policies. Major topics include: urban political institutions; political machines and 
urban reform; federal urban policy; race, ethnicity, and immigration in cities; urban elections; 
and key policy areas within the urban and metropolitan context, such as: education, crime, and 
gentrification. 
 
Assignments: The class includes four quizzes covering lectures and readings as well as one short 
paper assignments, a group project to produce a podcast, and contributing to a class project 
election guide. You will also be required to write a book review of a book on cities, selected 
from a list in the syllabus. The final grade will be based on the following: 
 

1) Quizzes (4)       20% 
2) Election Guide: (partly in class project)   10% 
3) Short Paper         15%    
4) Podcast (group project)     20% 
5) Book Review          15% 
6) Book Group Participation     5% 
7) Class Participation: class discussion, groups   15% 

   
Late Policy: Late assignments will be penalized 20% off your grade for each day they are late. 
Grade Scale: 92.5-100 = 4.0; 87.5-92.5 = 3.5; 82.5-87.5 = 3.0; 77.5-82.5 = 2.5; 72.5-77.5: 2.0 
 
NO electronic devices in class (absolutely no cell phones): Use of electronics in class 
interferes with retention of class material: 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01443410.2018.1489046 

• Based on this research, I also discourage laptop use- but you may use laptops to 
take notes if the Wi-Fi connection is disabled during class.  

 
Accommodations: If you have a VISA, please share it with me the first week of class. 
 



Participation: Your participation grade incorporates your attendance in class, group work 
participation, and response to questions (cold calling). Yet you will not automatically receive 
credit for attending. You are expected to pay attention and participate in class discussions. 
Cold Calling/Socratic Method: Part of your participation grade will be based on responding to 
questions based on the reading in class. Sometimes this will occur after a brief time for small 
group discussion of the readings. Each student will be called on, randomly, up to two times in the 
course of the semester and will be expected to provide an answer to a question that I ask about 
the readings or lecture. Each time you are called, you should expect to speak for about two 
minutes, and you should try to promote further class discussion with your answer. If you are not 
present when your name is called, then you will not receive credit for that time’s participation. If 
you have a good reason for missing class, you should email me the day before class, explaining 
your circumstance. I will not cold call students who have informed me of a good reason for why 
they will be absent. 
 
Missing Assignments: If you miss a day when an assignment is due, you must turn in the 
assignment via email prior to the class period. If you will miss a quiz day, you need to make 
arrangements to take the quiz prior to the scheduled quiz day. 
 
Plagiarism of any kind will NOT be tolerated:  
“At MSU, General Student Regulation 1.00 states in part that “no student shall claim or submit 
the academic work of another as one’s own.”  
Plagiarism may be accidental or blatant and there is even self-plagiarism.  However, students are 
held to the same standards whether or not they knew they were plagiarizing or whether or not 
they were plagiarizing themselves or someone else.” 
See: https://www.msu.edu/unit/ombud/academic-integrity/plagiarism-policy.html 
When you submit work for a grade on the course website on D2L, I will use Turnitin to check for 
originality. Turnitin compares each student’s work with an extensive database of prior 
publications and papers, providing links to possible matches and a "similarity score." The tool 
does not determine whether plagiarism has occurred or not. Instead, the instructor must make a 
complete assessment and judge the originality of the student’s work. All submissions to this 
course may be checked using this tool. 
Students should submit papers to Turnitin Dropboxes without identifying information included 
in the paper (e.g., name or student number), the system will automatically show this information 
to faculty in your course when viewing the submission, but the information will not be retained 
by Turnitin. 
 
Course Materials: The coursepack is REQUIRED for the class. You can purchase the 
coursepack from Collegeville Textbooks, 321 E. Grand River Ave.  
In addition, you will need to obtain a copy of the book that you select for the Urban Politics 
Book Club. 
 
Basic Needs: Any student who faces challenges securing their food or housing and believes this 
may affect their performance in the course is urged to contact Student Affairs and Services for 
support. Furthermore, please notify the professor if you are comfortable in doing so. This will 
enable her to provide any resources that she may possess. 



Schedule of Required Readings, Topics, and Assignments 
 
August 28: What is urban? 
 

Urbanization  
 

September 4: What makes cities different? 
Jane Jacobs. 1961. The Death and Life of Great American Cities. Chapters 2- “The uses of 
sidewalks: safety” and Chapter 3- “The uses of sidewalks: contact.” 
 
September 9: Urbanization  
Douglas Rae. 2005. City: Urbanism and its End. Chapter 1- “Creative Destruction and the Age 
of Urbanism.” 
 
September 11: Power in Urban Politics 
Robert Dahl. 1961. Who Governs? Chapter 1- “The Nature of the Problem” and Chapter 10- 
“Leaders in Urban Redevelopment.” 
 
September 16: Machine Politics and Urban Reform 
Milton Rakove. 1975. “The Ward Organizations”  
 

The “Urban Crisis” 
 
September 18: The Urban Crisis 
Thomas Sugrue. 1998. The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit. 
Introduction. 
Gregory Sumner. “Detroit 1943: A Real Race Riot” in Detroit 1967: Origins, Impacts, Legacies 
 
September 23: Deindustrialization 
Thomas Sugrue. 1998. The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit. 
Chapter 5- “‘The Damning Mark of False Prosperities’: The Deindustrialization of Detroit” 
QUIZ #1 
 
September 25: Urban Renewal and Segregation 
Watch Mayor Duggan’s Speech at Mackinac Policy Conference: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PrPAcQaYISg 
Jessica Trounstine. “Prologue” and “Introduction.” in Segregation by Design: Local Politics and 
Inequality in American Cities. 
Book Club Selections 
 
September 30: Economic, Political, and Racial Inequality 
William Julius Wilson. 1996. “Societal Changes and Vulnerable Neighborhoods.” When Work 
Disappears.  
Neil Kraus and Todd Swanstrom. 2001. “Minority Mayors and the Hollow Prize Problem.” PS: 
Political Science and Politics. 
 



City Government and Politics 
 

October 2: Mayors, Councils, and Managers 
Sarah Reckhow. 2013. “Respect the Depths: Campaign Rhetoric Meets Bureaucratic Reality.” in 
Crime and Justice in the City as Seen Through The Wire. Ed. Peter Collins and David Brody. 
Start Lansing and East Lansing Election Guide project in class 
 
October 7: Guest Speaker: Lansing Mayor 
 
October 9: When and how do mayors matter? 
Mirya Holman. 2014. “Sex and the city: Female leaders and spending on social welfare programs 
in US municipalities.” Journal of Urban Affairs. 
Adam Wren. 2019. “What Mayor Pete Couldn’t Fix about the South Bend Cops.” Politico. 
https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2019/06/22/pete-buttigieg-police-shooting-227206 
 
October 14: Movie- Street Fight 
QUIZ #2 
 
October 16: Movie- wrap up and discussion 
J. B. Wogan. 2013. “But What Did Cory Booker Actually Accomplish in Newark?” Governing. 
https://www.governing.com/topics/politics/gov-what-cory-booker-accomplished.html 
 
October 21:  Urban Elections: Turnout 
Zoltan Hajnal and Paul Lewis. 2003. “Municipal Institutions and Voter Turnout in Local 
Elections.” Urban Affairs Review. 
Mike Maciag. 2014. “Voter Turnout Plummeting in Local Elections.” Governing. 
http://www.governing.com/topics/politics/gov-voter-turnout-municipal-elections.html 
 
October 23: Urban Elections: Campaigns 
Andrea Benjamin and Alexis Miller. 2017. “Picking Winners: How Political Organizations 
Influence Local Elections.” Urban Affairs Review. 
Finish Election Guide Project 
 
October 28: Who participates in city politics? 
Read: Katherine Levine Einstein, Maxwell Palmer, and David M. Glick. 2019. “Who 
Participates in Local Government? Evidence from Meeting Minutes.” Perspectives on Politics. 
Or Listen to podcast: https://niskanencenter.org/blog/episode-42-how-not-in-my-backyard-
politics-keep-housing-costs-high/ 
Overview of Podcast Assignment 

 
 

Urban Challenges and Policies 
 
October 30: Urban Budgets- Taxing and Spending 
 “Fiscal Stress Faced by Local Governments” 2010. Congressional Budget Office 
 



November 4: Michigan Cities in Financial Crisis 
Sarah Reckhow, Davia Downey, and Josh Sapotichne. “Governing without Government: 
Nonprofit Governance in Detroit and Flint.” Urban Affairs Review. 
 
November 6: The Flint Water Crisis 
“Flint Water Advisory Task Force Final Report.” March 2016. 
QUIZ #3 
 
November 11: Crime, Punishment, and Public Safety  
James Q. Wilson and George L. Kelling, “Broken Windows,” The Atlantic. March 1982. 
 
November 13: Critiques/Reforms of Policing 
Amy Lerman and Vesla Weaver. 2014. “Staying out of Sight? Concentrated Policing and Local 
Political Action.” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science. 
 
November 18: Gentrification and Detroit 
“It’s Safe to Come: We’ve Got Lattes: Development Disparities in Detroit” 2016. Cities. Reese, 
Eckert, Sands, and Vojnovic. 
 
November 20: Gentrification Roundtable and Role-play Simulation 
 
November 25: Urban Schools and School Choice Simulation 
Listen: “The Persistence of Segregated Schools”- https://the1a.org/shows/2018-11-29/the-
persistence-of-segregated-schools 
Mark Schneider and Jack Buckley. 2002. “What Do Parents Want from Schools? Evidence from 
the Internet.” Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis. 
 
November 27: Working and feedback session for podcasts 
 
December 2: Education Politics: Who governs? 
Podcasts Due 
 
December 4: Wrap-up and Quiz #4  
 
December 10: (No final exam) Book group discussions in class and Book reviews due 



  
Short Paper 

 
Choose ONE of the following short paper assignments (there are two choices). Your paper 
should be 4-5 pages long, 12-point font, and double-spaced.  

• Rubrics for each assignment will be posted on D2L 
• You will submit your paper by the deadline in an electronic dropbox on D2L 

 
Choice 1: City Council Meeting Observation- Rolling Deadline- Due 1 week after the 
meeting you attend 
Attend a Lansing City Council Meeting- schedule available here—look for meetings labeled 
“City Council Regular Meeting”—typically scheduled for Mondays at 7 pm. 
http://www.lansingmi.gov/calendar.aspx?CID=25, 
 
You must attend the meeting in person (not watching online or on TV). Take a “selfie” at the 
meeting, or provide some other piece of evidence to show you were physically there when you 
submit the paper. 
 
Take detailed notes to provide ample evidence for writing your paper.  
 
Review the council’s agenda prior to the meeting, or shortly after the meeting – agendas are 
posted here: 
http://www.lansingmi.gov/City_Council_Meetings 
 
Observe the entire meeting and answer the following questions: 

- What were the major issues discussed at the meeting? 
- How did city officials participate in the meeting? Was the Mayor in attendance, and if so, 

what did the Mayor do? What did the city council members do? Did officials largely 
disagree with one another on issues or did they agree? How did they justify their 
positions? 

- Did the council vote on any issues? Did they adopt any new policies? Explain. 
- Explain the logistics of the meeting—who led the proceedings? Were there formal 

presentations? Was there time for public comments on issues? 
- How did members of the public participate in the meeting? How did the mayor and 

council members respond to the public?  
- Provide an overall assessment of the meeting. Was it similar to a democratic ritual or not? 

Explain. Do you think the council was effective at making decisions? Do you think city 
officials were interested/attentive to public preferences and concerns? 

Make at least one specific connection between the council meeting and an issue we have 
discussed in class (or in a reading).  
Be sure to draw on specific examples and evidence from the meeting to answer each question. 
 
Provide the date and time of the meeting that you attended. 
 
 
 



Choice 2: Sidewalk Ethnography- (based on Jane Jacobs, “The uses of sidewalks”) 
DUE September 29 
 
Closely observe a city block in Lansing (NOT East Lansing!!!!). A downtown or mixed-use area 
is preferable. Use the model that Jacobs uses to observe Hudson Street, described from p. 50 to 
54. Try to observe the area for at least 2 hours at 2 different times of day (i.e. morning and 
evening).  
 
Take a “selfie” of yourself at the place you are observing, or provide some other piece of 
evidence to show you were physically there when you submit the paper. 
 
Take detailed notes to provide ample evidence for writing your paper.  
 
Who are the people? Where do they appear to be going or coming from? Are they in groups or 
alone? Do strangers interact with each other? Also observe the buildings and transportation in the 
area—the mix of houses, businesses, cars, buses, bikers, and walkers. If there are businesses in 
the area, go inside a few and speak with the owners. How do they feel about the block? What 
kinds of interactions do they have with their neighbors on a daily basis? 
 
In your paper, name the place (the street and cross streets, city name) that you and your partner 
observed. Using Jacobs as a model, describe the interactions you each observed in close detail. 
Use specific examples from the notes you collected to illustrate your points. Conclude by 
comparing and contrasting the place that you observed to Jacobs’ observations of Hudson Street, 
focusing on the interactions between the people in each place. 
 
 



Urban Politics Book Club 
 

In addition to the required readings for the course, everyone will select one book from the 
following list to read during the semester. You will write a review of this book (due December 
10) and participate in the book club discussion group with other members of the class who read 
the same book.  
 
On September 25, be prepared to submit your top 2 book choices from the list below (this will 
allow me to even out the number of students reading each book). Please DO NOT select a book 
you have read before. Most of the books are long—around 200 to 300 pages—so don’t expect 
to find a short book that you can read in one sitting. I have read all of these books, and I would 
be happy to answer any questions about the books to help you make a selection that matches 
your interests. All of the books are available on Amazon. 
 

• Anna Clark. The Poisoned City: Flint’s Water and the American Urban Tragedy. 
• Matthew Desmond. Evicted: Poverty and Profit in the American City. 
• Eve Ewing. Ghosts in the Schoolyard: Racism and School Closings on Chicago’s South 

Side. 
• Derek Hyra. Race, Class, and Politics in the Cappuccino City. 
• Natalie Moore. The South Side: A Portrait of Chicago and American Segregation. 
• Domingo Morel. Takeover: Race, Education, and American Democracy. 
• Jonathan Rodden. Why Cities Lose: The Deep Roots of the Urban-Rural Political Divide. 
• Jessica Trounstine. Segregation by Design: Local Politics and Inequality in American 

Cities. 
 
 
Book Review: Due December 10 
 
You will write a 5 to 6 page (double-spaced, one inch margins) book review of your book. The 
book review should be written in the style of a New York Times book review, including some 
summary of the book’s arguments along with assessment of its strengths and weaknesses. In 
addition, you must address the following questions: 

- What lessons could urban politicians and policy-makers take away from this book? 
- Would you recommend this book to urban politicians and policy-makers? Why or why 

not? 
 
I encourage you to read several book reviews from the New York Times and other major 
newspapers such as the Los Angeles Times, as well as magazines. Take note of the style—book 
reviews are an opportunity to be creative and engaging in your writing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Urban Policy Podcast Recording: Group Assignment  

You will produce a brief podcast (10-15 minutes maximum) focused on an aspect of one of the 
four topic areas that we are covering during the last month of class (education, crime and 
punishment, gentrification, city finances). You will work in small groups of your choosing (3-4 
students per group) to produce a single podcast together. This will take time to coordinate, plan, 
and execute. You will need to notify Professor Reckhow about the members of your group by 
October 31, so I can ensure every member of the class is part of a group.  

The purpose of this assignment is to disseminate knowledge that reflects the ideas and 
knowledge you’ve encountered in the class. This assignment should facilitate an informative 
deep dive into a specific topic area relevant to the course. Start by picking which general area 
you want to cover (urban education, gentrification, city finances, crime and punishment in 
cities). Then, within that general area, pick a specific topic (this may be something that’s 
emerged in class, or it may be something that did not). For example, if your group selects 
education, the group would then choose a more specific topic such as: “school segregation in 
metro Detroit.” Or if the group chose city finances, you might focus on this topic: “what happens 
when a city goes bankrupt?” It will be crucial for each group to narrow the topic to a reasonable, 
manageable scope—an interesting question you can answer or an intriguing topic that you can 
explain in 10 to 15 minutes of recorded audio. You cannot (and should not) do 50 hours of 
research and spend 100 hours on production time. I do expect you to spend time on this—
planning, researching, producing, editing, etc.-- and to do it well, but it should not be a time 
suck. You can avoid that by selecting a focused topic that you can build an interesting narrative 
around and find insightful, related research on.  

Each podcast should have the following elements:  

1) A clear focused, topic 
2) An interesting, compelling narrative 
3) An abundance of information- identify and cite relevant research, studies and examples.  
4) A number of voices (the podcast should not be one person speaking into a mic)  
5) At least 1 or 2 other strategies to enhance the audio such as: 

o Briefly interviewing a relevant person 
o Recording background audio in a relevant public space  
o Including short music clips or sound effects that relate to questions or 

findings (Audacity offers some built in sound effects) 

Key Tips  

• Do not buy equipment or software. This assignment does not require that you produce a 
professional grade podcast. There are enough free resources online for you to complete 
this assignment successfully. So long as someone in your group has a working computer, 
you do not need to purchase anything.  

• Do not procrastinate, this will take time and coordination.  
• Do not rush, spend time brainstorming, researching, gathering information and thinking.  
• Listen to podcasts you like, think about what makes them good, and learn from examples.  



• Aim high, you can do this and do it well.  
• Be realistic. Do not expect your podcast to sound like a professional podcast. You are not 

producing This American Life or Serial ---and I do not expect that from you.  
• Produce a podcast that you would want to hear. Be creative.  
• Remember the purpose of the assignment: to teach a listener about a crucial topic in the 

course via an engaging medium. Your podcast must disseminate knowledge and reflect 
what you’ve learned in the class. Entertainment is not the primary focus.  

Key Resources  

--Audacity: free program many people use for recording podcasts:  

https://www.audacityteam.org  

--Tips on recoding a podcast  

https://www.thepodcasthost.com/planning/how-to-start-a-podcast/ 
https://lifehacker.com/how-to-start-your-own-podcast-1709798447 
https://blog.bufferapp.com/podcasting-for-beginners  

Submission Instructions  

• Write up a cover page with 1) the names of all group members 2) a 1-3 sentence 
summary of each member’s primary contributions and 3) an abstract of 400 words or less 
summarizing the podcast content.  

• Include a bibliography detailing the sources you used to produce the podcast.  
• Upload the cover page, bibliography and actual recoding as (.wav or .mp3) to D2L by 

December 2 at midnight. Only one member of each group should upload the 
assignment. Be sure to coordinate so that the agreed upon member uploads the 
assignment on time.  

• On the last day of class—I will play 2 podcasts for the whole class chosen by me and our 
TA, Mircea Lazar 

• Most informative 
• Most creative 

 


