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TBLC Resource Portal Submission Form 
 
This is the submission form for TBL modules. A TBL module is defined as a unit of study consisting of: (1) an 
advanced preparation assignment (pre-class preparation), (2) individual and group/team readiness assurance tests 
(RAT), and (3) an application exercise. 
 
1) Contact information 
 
Author name: Neal Alan Carter          
 
Institution:  Brigham Young University—Idaho        
 
Phone number:  208-496-4249    (cell) 208-970-0834       
 
E-mail address:  cartern@byui.edu          
 
2) Resource Information 
 
Module title 

Actors, Factors, and Choices:  An Introduction to Comparative Politics 
 

 
Author(s) 

Neal Alan Carter 
 

 
Course(s) is which this module used (please write out full course names) 

POLSC 150:  Introduction to Comparative Politics 
 

 
 
3) Learning objectives 
Please list the learning objectives/goals for the module (i.e., what does this module help students learn to do?) 

This early module of the course provides an introduction to the main course objectives.  While they will 
not be able to perform these objectives at a high level, they will develop at least a rudimentary familiarity 
with them. 
 
By the end of this course, students will be able to: 

• explain the three main theoretic approaches (institutionalism, culturalism, rational choice), 
indicating their primary focus. 

• explain historical and current political events using institutionalism, culturalism, and rationalism. 

• explain the structure and reasoning of basic rational choice games such as Prisoners’ Dilemma. 

• identify dependent and independent variables within the context of political analysis and decision-
making. 

• explain why complex causality is important for the study of politics. 

• choose cases that would be appropriate for both a most similar systems and a most different 
systems analysis, explaining the reasons for the choice. 

 

 
  



 
4) Resource Abstract 
Below, provide a 3-4 sentence (100 words or less) summary describing your resource (e.g., this is a TBL module that 
we use in an “Introduction to Psychology” course. This is a survey course traditionally taught in sections of 140 
students most of whom are not psychology majors and who are first or second year undergraduate students. This is 
one of 22 modules in a one semester course) 
 
 

This is the first substantive module used in POLSC 150: Introduction to Comparative Politics.  This class 
is geared primarily toward Political Science, Public Policy and Administration, and International Studies 
majors in their first or second year of undergraduate studies.  Sections typically have between 20 and 45 
students.  This module is designed for students to learn about three main theoretic approaches 
(culturalism, institutionalism, and rational choice) and start applying scientific reasoning and methods with 
special attention given to case selection.  Sections are taught MWF for 1 hour each class period. 
 
 

 
 
5) Advanced Preparation Assignment 
Below, provide the advanced preparation assignment materials (e.g., readings, videos, etc.) and learning objectives. 
Indicate the approximate time required for students to complete the assignment. If the materials are not freely 
available (i.e., open access), please describe the content and/or provide or suggest an equivalent open-access 
resource that may be used    
 

Preparation includes Chapter 1 of Gregory S Mahler Comparative Politics: Exploring Concepts and Institutions 
Across Nations 6th ed. (2019 Lynne Rienner), a brief explanation of methods and diagrams I wrote (Methods 
and Diagrams and Comparative Methods as well as videos I have made (Introduction to Rational Approach; 
Prisoners' Dilemma; Chicken). 
 
Learning objectives: after completing the preparation assignments, students should be able to 

• Distinguish among the Institutional, Cultural, and Rationalist approaches in explaining comparative 
politics. 

• Select best Most Similar System and Most Different System cases from a list of options based on 
the similarity or differences of the values of variables. 

• Demonstrate how complex causality poses challenges for causal claims in political analysis. 

• Explain how Prisoners’ Dilemma and Chicken can be used to depict political decisions. 
 
 
Approximate time requirements:  Chapter 1 of Mahler’s text (22 pages of text) will take most students 
about 90 minutes to read.  The videos and other materials could take up two hours total, although most 
students watch the videos at double-speed.  Because students tend to struggle with feeling overwhelmed by 
a lot of preparation material, I tell them the Readiness Assurance will focus only on Chapter 1, and space 
out the due dates for the other preparation material so they do some new preparation for each class period.  
I indicate which days we will focus on the various aspects of the module.   
 
 
 
Mahler lists several learning objectives in the beginning of each chapter.  Mahler’s chapter includes sections 
on why and how we study politics and introduces key concepts such as comparative methods, the nature 
of the political system, the study of culture, and the institutional approach.  On the second day of the 
module, I include the portions of the text (about 10 pages total) summarizing key issues for the book’s case 
studies (China, France, Germany, India, Kenya, Mexico, Russia, United Kingdom, United States of 

https://webmailbyui-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/g/personal/cartneal_byui_edu/EVu51ZQcE4hAjseXnGnXp5sB_VEAFOUbhuO59KzE7ziB9g?e=DsoLT8
https://webmailbyui-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/g/personal/cartneal_byui_edu/EVu51ZQcE4hAjseXnGnXp5sB_VEAFOUbhuO59KzE7ziB9g?e=DsoLT8
https://webmailbyui-my.sharepoint.com/:p:/g/personal/cartneal_byui_edu/EfjG6tqbYdtOuTu5KBZ9Uv4BZJAEQc4yUdQQkGpby6M6cw?e=Ogu8h7
https://video.byui.edu/media/0_hdmp64qe
https://video.byui.edu/media/0_o145fajr
https://video.byui.edu/media/0_iuezfeu2


America).  This text is not much different from the introductory chapter of almost any Comparative 
Politics Text.   
 
The preparation materials I created are all focused on helping students attain the foundational knowledge 
necessary to understand the vocabulary of comparative politics and to gain familiarity with the concepts so 
that we can spend class time on application exercises. 
 
 

 
 
6) Readiness Assurance Test (Individual and Group/Team RAT Questions) 
Please provide your RAT questions below. Be sure to identify the correct answers and provide brief explanations 
for each question  
 

1.  Which theoretic approach to the study of comparative politics, focused on organizations, is the main 
focus of Mahler's textbook? (This question is meant to focus students on the main perspective of the text.) 
A. Institutionalist (correct!  Institutionalists focus on how the way in which political organizations are 
structured affects political behavior and outcomes) 
B. Rationalist (incorrect, this is one of the main approaches, but is focused on reasoning and decision-
making, rather than organizations themselves) 
C. Culturalist (incorrect, this is also one of the main comparative approaches, but it is focused on the 
effects of culture, rather than institutions) 
D. Instrumentalist (incorrect, this is not one of the main approaches) 
E. Normative (incorrect, normative approaches deal in what ought to be the case.  It has some role in CP 
but is not a major approach. 
 
2.  A scholar seeks to explain how the Russian system of political parties works. Which method of inquiry 
is most closely linked to this question? (This question is intended to highlight the links between methods 
and reasons for CP studies.) 
A. Experimental (This is one of the methods, but is usually linked to survey research or controlled 
simulations) 
B. Statistical (This would focus on quantitative measures, rather than describing the dynamics of parties) 
C. Case study (Correct, case studies provide detailed descriptions of actors and events with a goal of 
explaining the dynamics.) 
D. Most similar systems analysis (This would require an investigation of more than one case.) 
E. Hypothetical (The prompt is seeking actual, not hypothetical data.) 
 
3. What is ethnocentrism? (This question draws attention to one of the chief difficulties most students 
have when studying CP.) 
A. A desire to learn about other ways of life and other ethnicities.  (This is a desired trait, but not the right 
answer.) 
B. A bias against patterns of behavior or institutions that are different from one's own, assuming that they 
are not as good. (correct answer.  We want students to question their bias.) 
C. A scientific study of a culture.  (We should attempt to be scientific, but that isn’t the right definition.) 
D. A bias in favor of all things European.  (Eurocentrism is often mistaken for ethnocentrism.) 
E. A tendency to view all reason as linked to cultural practices, thereby denying any universal standard for 
norms of behavior or judgment.  (We should also be aware of the danger of relativism when studying CP.) 
 
4. Which fallacy is committed when someone applies information about an individual, or small group of 
people to make assumptions about a larger population. For example, “That French person I met was very 
friendly, so most French people must be friendly.”  (This question provides a brief review of common 
fallacies prevalent in political arguments.) 



A. Ecological fallacy (This is the opposite, assuming that general characteristics of a group will be present 
in the individual.) 
B. Ad hominem fallacy (This is an argument against the person, rather than logical inferences.) 
C. Post hoc, ergo propter hoc fallacy (This is the common fallacy that if B happens after A, A must have 
caused B.) 
D. Slippery slope fallacy (This is also a common fallacy used in political arguments.) 
E. Individualistic fallacy (This is correct.  This is particularly hard for students to overcome, as they use 
personal experiences to generalize.) 
 
5.  Aristotle's categorization of different types of regimes is most closely associated with which approach to 
Comparative Politics? (This question links one of the earliest comparativists with current theoretic 
approaches.) 
A. Culturalist 
B. Rationalist 
C. Normative 
D. Institutionalist (correct answer) 
E. Instrumentalist 
 
6. Luc hopes to study what effects different policies have on student performance. For his initial attempt, 
he chooses two countries with similar cultures, political organizations, and economic conditions that score 
markedly differently on the PISA scores for student performance. What method of inquiry does this 
exemplify? (This question has them identify details involved in setting up different types of analysis.) 
A. Most different system analysis (This is actually the reverse.  It would need cases with widely divergent 
patterns of IVs, but similar DV values.) 
B. Time series analysis (this is incorrect.  We look at some trends over time in the class, but don’t actually 
teach how to do this type of analysis.) 
C. Most similar system analysis (correct) 
D. Within case comparison (This would be the case if a country showed marked differences in results from 
one test to another, and the study was to explain the difference.) 
E. Large-N study (The focus of this question is a comparison of two countries, not several.) 
 
7. What is political culture?  (This is a major theme in CP, students need to distinguish between the 
political science definition and popular culture references.) 
A. Books, art, and literature linked to political themes 
B. Specific laws affecting cultural interactions such as censorship or hate speech 
C. The governmental sponsorship of the arts, such as support for public broadcasting 
D. The way in which politicians treat each other in the legislature and in their public interactions 
E. The pattern of knowledge, attitudes and behavior within a political society (correct answer, linked to 
text’s discussion of Almond and Verba’s work.) 
 
8. Which of the following would be at the highest level of analysis (or frame of reference)? (This question 
links to the section about levels of analysis and tests their ability to recognize levels of abstraction or 
categorization. 
A. Democracies 
B. North American countries 
C. Canada 
D. Political regimes (this is the correct answer, as it includes all the others) 
E. Idaho 
 
9.  Sophie wants to know what countries should do to reduce the effects of poverty. Which approach is 
most closely related to her question? (This question targets the various purposes for CP and different 
approaches the researchers might take.  Especially important are the differences between normative and 
empirical research.) 



A. Experimental 
B. Empirical 
C. Normative (correct answer) 
D. Most similar systems 
E. Statistical 
 
10.  Which term is most accurately used to denote the political institutions of a country?  (This question is 
intended to draw attention to the different use of the term “state” in CP as opposed in our common 
usage.) 
A. State (correct, the state is linked to institutions) 
B. Nation (incorrect, nation is a group of people with a claim that their commonalities justify some claim 
to self-government) 
C. People (incorrect, this is a group with some claim of commonality, not necessarily linked with self-rule.) 
D. Government (incorrect, this is the particular group of individuals in charge of the executive.) 
E. Nation-state (incorrect, this combines the state with the nation, indicating that a nation actually has 
control of the state.) 
 
 
 

 
or ___ I prefer not to make my RAT questions public, but TBLC members can e-mail me and I will share it with 
them privately 
 

 
7) Application Exercise(s) 
Please provide the application exercise below or include it as a separate attachment. Be sure to identify the correct 
answers and provide brief explanations for each question. Please also indicate whether the application exercise uses 
the TBL 4S’s (significant problem, simultaneous reporting, same problem, and specific choice) 
 

 

  



I typically use the 4S structure for the applications.  In this introductory module, applications are shorter 
than they would be toward the end of class.  All the questions have significant problems (although they 
aren’t as complex at this stage) that are linked to real-life application.  Teams work on the same problem to 
make a significant choice, and then simultaneously report their decisions.  They are then given the 
opportunity to explain their decisions. 
 
I have addressed the simultaneous reveal in different ways, depending on modality and complexity of the 
assignment.  For face-to-face classes with simple multiple-choice answers like most of the ones in this 
introductory module, I simply use letter cards that the students hold up on the count of three.  With 
remote classes, this is much more difficult.  InteDashboard has a very good applications function that 
indicates which team chooses which answer.  I have also tried the Zoom poll and TopHat, but neither of 
them is really set up for team reporting.  I found it easier to set TopHat questions to “assign as 
homework” so teams could progress at their own pace and ask them to cover a few questions at a time.  
For more complex responses, such as concept maps or problem diagrams, I have teams use programs such 
as LucidChart and then put their creations in a discussion board.  It is very important to ask teams to 
explain their thinking on all these questions.  It is much more difficult to cover all these applications in 
remote modality.  The instructor should not feel obligated to cover all applications. 
 
Note: since this is an introductory module, students need more scaffolding than in later modules.  There is 
more need to check to see if the students understand the fundamentals and can apply them correctly 
before setting them loose to explore more creative applications higher on Bloom’s taxonomy that come 
later in the class.  By the end of the course, they should be able to propose policy solutions for complex 
problems, using comparative methods to support their proposals.  At this early stage, however, they need 
more frequent checks to be sure that they understand the process. 
 
Module Day 1:  RAP 
Module Day 2: Methods 
Learning objectives: 

• Distinguish between independent and dependent variables. 

• Distinguish between Most Similar Systems and Most Different Systems analysis. 

• Examine real-life data to select potential cases according to specified method. 
 
Q1: Given the PISA 2015 results, if you are interested in the dependent variable performance in reading, 
what would make the best Most Similar System design? 
A. Macao, China and Hong Kong, China 
B. Estonia and Latvia (correct answer) 
C. Albania and Moldova 
D. Brazil and Peru 
 
This question focuses on the use of Most Similar System research design.  The key is to recognize that in 
most similar system design, most potential independent variables should be of similar values in the cases 
selected, but the dependent variable should be far apart.  Students often mistakenly choose A since they 
are only looking for similarities of the cases, and two parts of China appears to be most similar.  However, 
Macao and Hong Kong have very similar scores on the dependent variable, so the analysis would not 
eliminate many potential explanations for the scores.  Estonia and Latvia have many similarities, but their 
scores are the most widely split of any of the choices. 
 
Q2: Given the PISA 2015 results, if you are interested in the dependent variable in performance in math, 
what would make the best Most Different System design? 
A. Finland and Viet Nam 
B. Canada and Algeria 
C. United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Uruguay (correct) 



D. United States and Russia 
 
This question emphasizes MDS analysis.  The key is to select countries in which many potential 
independent variables would have widely different values, but the dependent variable has little variance 
across the cases.  This allows us to eliminate many potential variables since widely divergent inputs are 
unlikely to produce similar outputs.  Of the case pairs listed, UAE and Uruguay have the most similar test 
performance. 
 
Q3: Using the World Bank data, which of the following countries would be the best MDS comparison if 
GDP in 2010 were the dependent variable? 
A. Iceland and Qatar 
B. Japan and Burundi 
C. West Bank and Zimbabwe (correct) 
D. Singapore and Mexico 
 
(Again, with the MDS comparison, students should look for cases that seem different on most potential 
independent variables but are similar in the values of the dependent variables. 
 
Q4: Using World Bank Data, which of these countries would make the best within-case comparison for 
the variable GDP per capita (constant LCU [local currency unit]) (2000-2016)? 
A. India (correct) 
B. Italy 
C. United Kingdom 
D. France 
 
This question focuses on the usefulness of a within case comparison for either trying to explain causes for 
a shift in the dependent variable, or alternatively, establishing how much a significant change in a particular 
variable at a specific time influenced the dependent variable.  In this case, India shows the greatest change 
in the specified variable. 
 
Q5: Using the GDP per capita growth (annual) for 2018 data, which of the following would be the best 
MSS? 
A. Paraguay and Uruguay 
B. Czech Republic and Slovak Republic 
C. France and Germany 
D. Ireland and United Kingdom (correct) 
 
This question requires they switch variables but keeps the same logic and reinforces the distinctions 
between MSS and MDS. 
 
Module Day 3: Cultural approach 
Learning objectives: 

• Examine images of cultural artifacts to analyze politics. 

• Explain connections between nationalism and cultural approaches to politics. 

• Evaluate various cultural explanations for cultural patterns. 

• Reflect on perspectives about diversity in politics. 

• Evaluate strengths of the cultural approach. 
 
This day starts a series of days focused on the theoretic approaches.  The cultural approach is tricky 
because it is the one that students most quickly think they understand, but it is the most difficult to employ 
well.  This day employs pictures and symbols in order to discuss the links between nationalism and political 
behavior from a cultural perspective.  The instructor can indicate that this is an example of a Most Similar 



Systems analysis.  Canada and the United Kingdom share many values and cultural traditions.  Both have a 
minority nation that desires greater independence.  However, Canada has largely been able to avoid 
physical violence while Northern Ireland was entrenched in a terrorist or paramilitary struggle for decades. 
 

Individual Writing Warm-Up 
John Rawls asked, “How is it possible for there to exist over time a just and stable society of free and equal 
citizens, who remain profoundly divided by reasonable religious, philosophical, and moral doctrines?” 
(Rawls 1993, 4).  Reflect on this question and the two images above. 
 
 
Canada 
Quebec has a long history of nationalism.  Quebec, with a majority of French speakers, has often seen 
itself as different from the rest of Canada, which is primarily English speaking.  Quebec governents have 
held two referenda on negotiating to become a sovereign coutry.  The 1980-referendum followed the 
nationalization of healthcare and  hydroelectricity.  The second, held in 1995, followed two rounds of 
unsuccessful attempts to revise the constitution (which was condemned in a resolution of Quebec’s 
National Assembly).  Examine these two posters, keeping in mind the cultural perspective. 

1995:  Quebec Referendum:  Yes, and it becomes possible 

1980 Quebec Referendum: “Now or never!  Masters in 
our own home” 



Q1: Given these two posters, what is the most important initial view that you might develop about the 
nature of the debate? 
A.  The 1995 campaign had a more united theme than the 1980 campaign. 
B.  The 1980 debate tended to focus more on questions of political power. 
C.  Economic concerns are influential in the debate over sovereignty 
D.  In 1995, sovereigntists were more open to being part of the global community than were sovereigntists 
in 1980. 
 
Unlike the applications for Day 2, these questions are intended to show the complexity of interpretation and multiple views.  
There is not a clear best answer for this question, but it should generate discussion. 

 

 
1995: Quebec Referendum:  Separation?  One is right (has reason) to say No 

Q2: Now, compare the 1995 “Oui” and “Non” posters.  What is the most important observation that 
might lead to a research question? 
A.  The “Non” campaign’s emphasis on reason implied that the “Oui” campaign was emotional and 
impractical. 
B. The “Oui” campaign had to emphasize potential benefits of sovereignty while maintaining a sense of 
stability. 
C.  The “Oui” side struggled to have a united vision of how sovereignty might alter society. 
D. The “Non” side indicated that Quebec and Canadian identity are equal and compatible. 
 
This application question is intended to highlight the link between observations and potential research questions.  It also 
introduces questions of political arguments and attempts to influence popular opinion. 

 
 

Q3: Watch “I am Canadian” commercial: (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pASE_TgeVg8) 
Which research idea does this commercial most faithfully reflect? 
A.  Benjamin Barber’s idea of “Jihad vs. McWorld” that globalization will lead to an increased emphasis on 
local identity 



B.  Marilynn Brewer’s idea of “Optimal Distinctiveness” that we adjust the group with which we identify 
due to the way the context affects what size group meets our co-existing needs to be both similar to others 
and different from others. 
C. Vamik Volkan’s idea that individuals’ psychological develop requires nationalism to include enemy or 
outsider groups in order to create a sense of belonging 
D. Benadict Anderson’s idea of “Imagined Communities” that mass media create an artificial sense of 
shared experience, thereby creating a sense of similarity that creates nationalism. 
This question is used to introduce several claims about the nature of cultural perspective by watching a commercial and 
identifying underlying assumptions about nationalism and motivations. 
 
Northern Ireland 
Northern Ireland has experienced a long conflict.  As a result of separatist movements in Ireland, the 
United Kingdom created two jurisdictions in 1921.  The northern jurisdiction, Ulster, remains part of the 
United Kingdom but the southern jurisdiction became the Republic of Ireland.  Ulster continues to 
experience tensions between Loyalists, typically Protestants of British heritage, and Republicans who are 
typically Catholics.  While terrorist activity has been reduced, tensions can still escalate.  Culture plays a 
large role in the conflict, with each side using murals and parades to emphasize historical and cultural 
traditions. 
Examine the next few photos. 

 
(Note the Red Hand of Ulster, which is also on the flag.  One of the legends is that a Viking held a 
competition, stating that whichever of his sons first touched the island could have it.  The one son, seeing 
that he was about to lose, cut off his hand and threw it onto the island, thus being the first to touch it.) 



 
 

 
 
Republicans 



 
“Everyone, Republican or otherwise, has their own particular role to play…Our revenge will be the 
laughter of our children” Bobby Sands, MP, poet, Gaelic-speaker, revolutionary, IRA Volunteer  

 
Note the sleeves:  Irish and Palestinian flags 



 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Q4: What observation about these murals would lead to the best research question? 
A. Republican murals tend to identify the conflict with other conflicts throughout the world. 
B. Loyalists murals tend to focus on masked members of paramilitary groups. 
C. Republican murals tend to emphasize particular leaders. 
D. Loyalist murals tend to link historical events to justification for remaining in the United Kingdom. 



The question emphasizes the importance of the way in which observations can help generate research questions and eventually 
formulate hypotheses for testing.   
 

 
 
 

Q5: Which perspective on conflict resolution does this mural best support? 
A. As conflicts escalate, there is a tendency for each side to demand complete victory, reducing the 
possibility of compromise 
B. After a period of escalated conflict, there is often a period “ripe” for resolution, due to fatigue of the 
high costs of conflict. 
C. Economic growth (notice the shipworks in the background) should overcome cultural differences. 
D. Reconciliation requires recognition that both sides harmed the other, and a mutual acceptance of both 
responsibility and forgiveness. 
 
Although students aren’t asked to read specifically about conflict resolution, this application teaches students about some of the 
main claims about conflict resolution in ethnonational conflict.   
 

Individual Reflection:  Return to your initial writing for day.  John Rawls asked, “How is it possible for 
there to exist over time a just and stable society of free and equal citizens, who remain profoundly divided 
by reasonable religious, philosophical, and moral doctrines?” (Rawls 1993, 4). Reflect on this question 
using what we did in class today. 

What would you add or how has your view of the connection between identity, culture and politics 
changed? 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 4: Institutional Approaches 
 
 
Learning Objectives 

• Employ good sources of information to find political information. 

• Evaluate the strengths of Institutionalism. 

• Examine how culture and political institutions influence each other. 

• Distinguish among presidential, semi-presidential, and parliamentary systems. 

• Evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of presidential, semi-presidential, and parliamentary 
systems. 
 

Go to https://www.constituteproject.org/ 
 
Examine the preambles for France, the USA, Ireland, and Turkey.  This is where Culturalism and 
Institutionalism meet.   
 
 
Q1:  Which state has the most religiously motivated constitution? 
A. France 
B. United States 
C. Ireland (preferred choice) 
D. Turkey 
This question has students reading the preambles to get a sense of the language and the range of cultural approaches that are 
inherent to constitutional attempts to establish fundamental institutions.  Ireland is the most forward in its invocation of deity. 
 
Q2: In which institutional framework are the legislative and executive functions most closely combined? 
A. Presidential 
B. Semi-Presidential 
C. Parliamentary (correct answer) 
This is more of a review question, but it highlights the need to consider the relationship between the executive and legislative 
functions of government.  Use this question to emphasize why this might matter. 
 
Q3: What type of system does France have? 
A. Presidential 
B. Semi-Presidential (Correct) 
C. Parliamentary 
This might be a bit of a review.  Follow up by having the students draw the relationship between the President, Prime 
Minister, and the legislature. 
 
Q4: What type of system does the United Kingdom have? 
A. Presidential 
B. Semi-Presidential 
C. Parliamentary (Correct) 
This might be a bit of a review.  Follow up by having the students draw the relationship between the Queen, Prime Minister, 
and the legislature. 
 
Q5: What is the most important benefit of a Parliamentary system? 
A.  It increases government efficiency by merging the executive and legislative powers. 
B.  It increases the influence of the voters by making the executive dependent on the outcome of 
legislative elections. 
C.  It decreases potential for deadlock by avoiding separate elections for the executive and legislative 
powers. 

https://v3.intedashboard.com/in/activities/tests/2580e77c-18d5-4de4-9c59-fef63a194e57/%3Ca%20href=


D.  It emphasizes the role of the legislature, since the most important function of government is to make 
laws that express the will of the people. 
This question does not have one right answer but asks students to judge the relative strength of different benefits.  Indirectly, it 
is an attempt to have students re-evaluate the presidential system as well. 
 
 
Day 5: Rational Approach 
Learning Outcomes 

• Demonstrate how ration choice approaches can show how political structures can influence 
decisions. 

• Examine the differences between individual and collective rationality. 

• Demonstrate the implications of relative gains and absolute gains. 

• Illustrate how rational choice models are connected to political ideology and political decisions. 

• Choose among options based on principles of strategic interaction. 
 
Have students pair and play Prisoners’ Dilemma.  Ask how many defected. 
Q1:  In Prisoners’ Dilemma, what is the best strategy to follow? 
A. defect (correct) 
B. cooperate 
C. act randomly 
Students often miss this because they focus on greatest overall outcome rather than looking for individual utility.  This leads to 
discussions of individual and collective rationality as well as absolute and relative gains. 
 
Q2: If you know that you are playing 10 iterations of Prisoners’ Dilemma, and know that you are both 
rational, what is the best strategy to follow? 
A. Always defect (best answer) 
B. Cooperate until the opponent defects, then always defect 
C. Always cooperate 
D. Start randomly, then mirror the opponent’s strategy (tit for tat) 
The trick here is to know that if it is rational to defect in a single-iteration game, then round 10 should have defect as a 
strategy.  Knowing that, round 9 would also call for defect, and so on down to the first round.  There are a couple important 
twists, however.  One ambiguity that often comes up is the difference between relative gains (your score compared to the 
opponent’s score) versus absolute gains (examining only the size of your score).  This shouldn’t matter too much in the selection 
if students think about what to do on the last round.  This is also a good point to raise the “shadow of the future,” in which 
not knowing when the iterations might end could change calculations if one were pursuing absolute gains.   
 
Q3: A common assumption in politics is that people vote for candidates who are closest to them on the 
political spectrum. Rational choice theorists claim this is similar to a store location game.  For the sake of 
simplicity, assume there are only two candidates.  We will also assume you can map ideological positions 
on a left-right scale from 0 to 100.  If there are only two candidates, and they choose their positions 
simultaneously (and assume a uniform distribution of the population across the ideological spectrum), 
where should a rational candidate choose?  Remember, the voters will choose whichever candidate is 
closest to them? 
 
 
0__________25__________50___________75___________100 
A. It doesn’t really matter, it’s all random 
B. somewhere toward the ends (close to either 0 or 100) 
C. 25 or 75 
D.50 (correct answer) 
 



This is fairly straight-forward if one examines the rules carefully.  If Player A chooses 50 and Player B chooses anything else, 
then Player A is guaranteed 50% + ½ of the difference between Player B’s choice and 50.   
 
Q4: In the game of Chicken, you want to go straight when your opponent swerves (best option) or swerve 
if your opponent goes straight (2nd worst option).  Which political situation is most like chicken? 
Elaborate. 
A. Political primary elections 
B. Budget negotiations near deadlines for government shutdown (Preferred answer) 
C. Interactions between the Federal and State governments 
D. Discussions about zoning laws in local communities 
 
The game of chicken is often linked to negotiations in which each side wants the other to back down, but prefers an agreement 
over continued deadlock or escalation.  This is a good chance to talk about strategic interaction.  (I often show “The Battle of 
Wits” scene from The Princess Bride.) 
 
Q5: Given the idea ("median voter theorem") that candidates in a two-party system should pursue 
moderate policy, what is the best explanation for why American politics is so polarized? 
Explain your answer 
A. Voters don’t judge politicians on policy 
B. Primary elections alter politician’s strategy because the primary electorate is not universally distributed 
C. News media are increasingly polarized, and their portrayal of politics skews public perception of politics 
D. The division between the Presidency and Congress creates division 
All these answers have been proposed to explain this feature of American politics.  Part of the goal here is to illustrate that the 
rational choice approach can indicate when people aren’t acting as they might be expected, which leads us to interesting research 
questions.  It is often a good way to discuss complex causality. 
 
Q6:  You will conduct the location (electoral positioning) game again.  Assume the voters are uniformly 
distributed across the spectrum (1-100).  Each team is a political party, running in a proportional 
representation system.  You capture all voters who are closer to you than any other party.  Where should 
your party position itself?  Pick a number from 0 to 100.   
I sometimes offer bonus points for the winning team.  There isn’t a set right answer for this question.  Teams will pursue 
different strategies based on what they think others might do and their understanding of the rules.  Instructor can indicate that 
the number of players matters.  Multiplayer games are much more difficult to forecast.  Additionally, this is a great question to 
link to electoral rules.  In a two-party system, both parties have greater incentive to attract the “Median Voter” but in a 
multiparty system (or even a multi-candidate primary) it might be advantageous to move to a more polarized position. 
 
 
 

 
or ___ I prefer not to make my application exercise public, but TBLC members can e-mail me and I will share it 
with them privately 

 
 
8) Facilitators Guide  
Below, please provide advice for educators wishing to use this resource to maximize effectiveness (e.g., questions to 
prompt good discussion, etc.)  
 

Day 1: RAP 
Be prepared for students to feel disconcerted in their lack of success in the iRAT.  My students often score 
about 59%-65% on the individual RAT.  Many students struggle with the strategy of point-spreading.  
Attempting to score some points, they split their points, thereby guaranteeing only partial credit if they get the 
right answer.  It is worth talking with students about the effects of their choices, perhaps even linking that 
idea to how political laws or rules might influence what we choose to do and the results we might draw.  I 



give them a brief RAT on the syllabus before I start this module.  It might be good to spend a bit more 
time on metacognitive discussion about what they are thinking as they go through the process.  There are a 
few students who consistently score high on the iRATs, which seems to be directly linked to preparation 
and test-taking strategy (rarely spreading points).  Teams tend to do very well on the tRAT, so it is not that 
the assessment is too difficult, but rather that the students need to reflect and think more deeply than on a 
typical recognition quiz.  Emphasize the learning that happens in teams as they discuss the questions.  Be 
prepared to explain key terms (e.g., state as opposed to nation) and distinguish the theoretic approaches are 
reasons for comparative politics.  If you have not already done a syllabus RAP, be prepared to answer 
several questions about the process. 
 
Day 2: Methods  
One of the most difficult concepts for students to grasp is the logic of comparative case studies and how it 
fits with the scientific method.  The facilitator can discuss the importance of eliminating potential 
explanations in order to focus on plausible explanations of some phenomenon of interest.  In Comparative 
Politics, and other fields with limited ability to experiment or use large statistical analysis, case studies have 
been the primary means of systematic inquiry.  It is crucial for students to understand the nature of case 
selection.  The applications for this day emphasize some key features of the Most Similar Systems (MSS), 
Most Different Systems (MDS), and Within Case Comparison approaches to case selection.  Central to the 
scientific utility of these studies is the elimination of potential explanations of what might influence the 
dependent variable.  MSS takes cases that have similar values on most of the potential explanatory 
variables but differ widely on the dependent variable.  MDS takes cases that have widely divergent values 
on most of the potential explanatory independent variables but have similar values on the dependent 
variable.  The students can be reminded of the old saying that “insanity is doing the same thing over and 
over and expecting a different result.”  This day’s exercises are meant to perform three tasks.  First, they 
help students distinguish between most similar systems and most different systems analysis.  Students are 
typically very confused about this, often forgetting about the importance of examining the dependent 
variable.  Students typically just want to pick cases for idiosyncratic reasons, rather than focusing on the 
relationship among variables.  Second, at this early stage of the course, students are often wondering about 
the possible uses of CP.  Using real data from PISA (comparative study of education) and the World Bank 
helps students visualize various uses of CP.  Third, the applications use different types of data literacy.  
The PISA questions require students to find data in a relatively simple table, while the World Bank 
questions require students to manipulate data found in an interactive database.   
While much of the discussion will focus on methods, the facilitator could also draw out some questions 
about the meaning of the variables and what potential independent variables might provide good 
explanations for variance in the dependent variables.  Specific clarification is listed in the Application 
section. 
 
Day 3: Cultural Approach 
Start this day’s activities with the reminder that it is important to consider actors, factors, and choices.  
Culturalism emphasizes the common patterns of beliefs, practices, values, and attitudes of political actors.  
This day’s activity uses a comparative case study of popular expressions of nationalism to emphasize the 
importance of identity in political discourse and show how various groups portray key aspects of their 
views of nationalism.  Mention that this is an example of a Most Similar Systems Analysis, since Canada 
and the United Kingdom have many similarities in terms of culture and governmental structure.  However, 
if we take the dependent variable to be levels of violence, Canada has seen much less violence involving 
Quebec nationalism than the United Kingdom has suffered due to conflicting nationalisms in Northern 
Ireland.  The facilitator can use the questions to emphasize key components in the study of nationalism.  
Questions for these applications are more subject to disagreement and open to interpretation.  They are 
meant to stimulate discussion and raise questions concerning how to study culture and cultural politics 
systematically. 
 
Day 4: Institutional Approach 



The applications for Day 4 focus on factors, as opposed to actors and choices.  The facilitator can 
emphasize the importance of constitutions in shaping the rules of politics in that country, reflecting but 
also shaping the political culture.  The preamble is a chance for the framers of the constitution to insert 
comments that will help shape the interpretation of the constitution.  Often it is a statement of key 
principles or considerations.  Use the preamble to connect the cultural approach with the institutional 
approach.  Then, transition into the distribution of political power reflected in the constitutions.  Of 
particular concern is helping students understand presidential, parliamentary, and semi-presidential 
organization.  It is particularly useful to have teams attempt to draw the key relationships between the 
executive and legislative parts of government in these three systems. 
 
Day 5: Rational Choice/Strategic Interaction Approach 
Day 5 focuses on the “choices” section of “Actors, Factors, and Choices.”  The facilitator should 
emphasize that we generally assume rational (goal-directed, utility-maximizing) behavior.  If we didn’t, we 
could not have any study of human behavior.  When we see that people are doing things that appear 
irrational, it may direct our attention to factors we hadn’t considered that are affecting their decision-
making.  Further, the facilitator can help the students see that the rational approach can help depict 
political theory.  For example, the facilitator can point out that Prisoners’ Dilemma is very similar to 
Thomas Hobbes’ vision of politics depicted in the Leviathan, while Stag Hunt is a simplification of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau’s views presented in On the Social Contract.  The facilitator can show help students see that 
the games can be used to predict behavior, to diagnose collective action problems, or to suggest potential 
effects of policy changes.  The games are generally fun for students, but they need a bit of guidance 
understanding the strategies and the links to politics.  (I generally offer my students a supplemental 
enrichment activity that examines Bruce Bueno de Mesquita’s strategic interaction model of negotiating 
with terrorists.)  The facilitator can emphasize that the systematic study of politics helps us understand, 
predict, and engineer political behavior. 
 
Concluding the Module 
The facilitator can remind students of the interactions of actors, factors and choices, highlighting the 
importance of cultural, institutional, and rational approaches to the study of politics.  With careful 
attention to the scientific method (particularly case studies), we can use these approaches to examine 
various political problems.  The rest of the course will address several questions using these approaches. 
 

 
  



 
9) Author(s) Experience with Resource 
Below, describe your experience using this resource. For example, report the number of times you have used it and 
the response of your learners. Have you published or presented your results? Which RAT questions or Application 
Exercise questions are challenging for learners? What type of learner feedback or scores have you received on this 
module? 
  

 
This module is a good introduction to the methods and theoretic approaches of Comparative Politics as 
well as to the workings of TBL.  Students quickly realize the benefits of the teams.   
 
The RAT is quite challenging for individuals, although it only covers basic knowledge covered in the text.  
Part of this is due to students needing to adjust to TBL, to actually doing preparatory assignments, and to 
point spreading.  Since I allow students to spread their points across the options, some students will do 
this fairly frequently, reducing their chances of a perfect score.  I typically give the students 5 points for 
each question, and they can place any combination of those points on the various options.  Putting one 
point on each question throughout the RAT would guarantee them a score of 20%.  Concentrating all 5 
points on one option for each question would make it more like a traditional Multiple Choice test, with 
possible scores ranging from 0% to 100%.  Random guessing with this strategy should yield an average of 
40% on a 10-item RAT.  Point spreading could reduce student scores.  The mean scores for last semester’s 
two sections were 59% and 65%.  The hardest question for both sections was question 9, with under 40% 
getting full credit.  About 41% of students split their points on question 9.  Question 10 was also very 
difficult for the students, with less than half getting the correct answer.  Students did best on question 7 
about political culture, and generally did well and questions 1, 3, and 6.  I have used the RAT for about 6 
semesters, and I have adjusted a few of the questions to increase clarity.  I typically weight the iRAT 
between one-third and one-fourth of the tRAT.  It is important that the students answer individually in 
order for them to develop some personal ownership of the RAT, but the weight of the tRAT should 
encourage discussion and evaluation of their answers.  If scores on the iRAT are too high, there will be 
very little meaningful discussion during the tRAT. 
 
Students typically enjoy the applications and gain an appreciation for the theory and methods.  They often 
do express some concern that I don’t have them start with long histories or other explorations of each case 
before launching the applications.  They struggle to distinguish between MDS and MSS in case selection, 
which is why several applications in this and later modules emphasize the choice of cases.  The instructor 
of our research methods has commented that he can tell which students have taken my course, because 
they have a much better grasp of the scientific method than those who have not taken this course.  
Students typically do well on midterm and final assessments that target these concepts.   
 
 
Student Feedback 
I created a survey for student with the most recent class.  57 students responded.  Results are as follows: 
 

1. 

Completing the READING activities in this module enhanced my understanding of the 

course content.  (Note: None chose “I didn’t do the readings.”) 



 
 

 

2. Completing the VIDEO activities in this module enhanced my understanding of the 

course content. (Note: None chose “Strongly Disagree”) 
 

 

 

 
 

3.  Completing the IN CLASS TEAM activities in this module enhanced my understanding 

of the course content. 
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4. The IN CLASS Activities required the application of the course content.  Note: None 

chose “Strongly Disagree.” 

 
 

5.So far, this class has enhanced the development of interpersonal and group interaction 

skills 
 

 
 

6.So far, this class has promoted skills for life-long learning.  Note: None chose “Strongly 

Disagree.” 
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7.The IN CLASS ACTIVITIES are enjoyable.  Note: None chose “Strongly Disagree.” 
 

 
 

8. What is the most important insight you have gained so far in the class? 
This was an open-ended question.  I coded the responses for themes, as presented below: 

Theme Frequency 

Subject-Related  

Politics is complex 10 

Theoretic Approaches 8 

Practical Analytic Tools 8 

Multiple Reasons, Pros and Cons of choices 6 

Actors, Factors, Choices 3 

  

TBL Related  

Need to recognize multiple perspectives 11 

Teamwork can be enjoyable 4 

Strongly agree Agree Neutral Disagree

Total 15 13 24 5

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

Strongly agree Agree Neutral Disagree

Total 14 32 9 2

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35



Need to step up to contribute to team 4 

Need to prepare before class 4 

  

These results show that students are taking some very good lessons from the module.  There is a good 

mix of course-related insights and learning insights.  Students are stating they are gaining in their abilities 

to see the complexities of politics without being overwhelmed by them.  They are gaining confidence 

from being exposed to theoretic perspectives and analytic tools.  Several are recognizing the importance 

of being able to reason together, discussing disagreements without taking them personally.  They are 

gaining key insights into there own learning.  Here are a few of the comments: 

 

“I've enjoyed learning that in matters of policy, there really is no right answer. Our group does a great job of 

discussing without ever getting personal.” 

 

“I think that the most important thing that I have learned so far are the tools and strategies I can use while 

analyzing different countries' politics. I think that the most important strategy I have learned so far is the 

strategy of using rational choice while analyzing and comparing different political systems.” 

 

“Probably understanding more about how real politics works and how governments are structured. Although 

I like politics, this sort of information I never understood before. The methods of comparing data are also 

very insightful because it allows me to better compare lots of different information in other aspects of my 

life” 

 

“The most important insight I have learned so far is the concept of ethnocentrism. Not only can it be applied 

to politics but I can think of it in terms of anything. Just because something works for me does not mean it 

will work for everyone.” 

 

” In most of my classes, I usually learn information and then leave the class not feeling any "smarter." Each 

time I leave this class I'm amazing at how much more knowledge I feel I've gained from my teacher and 

peers. … Since i'm in a group, it pushes me to go the extra mile to figure out things if I don't completely 

understand it at first.” 
 
9, What is your favorite part of the class so far?  
Although most students express concern at the beginning of the course when I introduce TBL, it quickly 
becomes their favorite part of class.  This was an open-ended question.  Of the 53 responses to this 
question, 33 mentioned their groups, with another seven mentioning the applications and two commenting 
on the tRATs.  Five mention a semester-long simulation that I also do, and five mentioned my 
interventions either in inter-team discussions or in the breakout rooms.  Having a remote class makes the 
time with teams all the more valuable, filling that need to make connections and discuss what one is 
learning.   
  

“I really like working in groups. Even though it kind of sucks not being able to meet in person, working in a 

group really helps me put what I have learned into practice.” 

 

“The groups make the class fun and interactive. The majority of my other classes are really boring. i would 

also say that the format is awesome! I really like how the grading system is set up and how it is so 

transparent.” 
 

10.What is one thing I could do to improve this introductory module of the course? 
There was less consistency in the 53 responses to this question.  The most common comments (4 each) 
were a dislike of needing to comment on the readings using Perusall, the desire for more clear instructions 
and examples on assignments, and a request to have fewer small assignments and to simplify the schedule.   



 
11. Do you have any other comments about the course?  
Most of the responses were “no.” Some had general comments about liking the class or emphasizing a 
previous comment.  The one comment that gives serious cause for reflection was: 

“My team sometimes doesn't talk. It would take us longer to find answers if we pressed each other more. 

Often we already bump against time. So whichever you would prefer we do (either quicker by just 

answering, or more team focused by asking them) if you could let us know, that would be great. Of course, 

we haven't failed yet, so maybe everything is going alright.”   

 

Reflections: 
The feedback is overwhelmingly positive.  They appreciate the teamwork with the applications and the 
RAT.  Most of the difficulties the students express come from the transition from traditional classes that 
rely on lecture to a team-based approach.  Students have not gotten the connection that reading in Perusall 
is intended to be a social experience as well.  Much of the student concern about small assignments comes 
from extra-credit work I give them early in the semester to help them develop study and research skills.  I 
do need to consider the complexity of the applications for the amount of time I give them.  It is especially 
challenging to provide scaffolding that keeps them in the zone of proximal development when the 
students are coming from a wide variety of circumstances.  I will work on simplifying the module and 
emphasizing key concepts more fully.  
 
While it could use a bit of simplification and a bit more clarity, this module is successful in establishing a 
framework for the rest of the class.  It gives students initial experience using tools they will continue to 
employ throughout the semester. 
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