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Course overview 
 
Public policy – the choices governments make about where to direct collective resources, including tax dollars 
and the machinery of the state -- is a central concern for students of politics, public administration, and related 
disciplines.  Academic explorations of public policy often focus on matters of theory or principle, such as the 
dynamics of decision-making or the notional roles of various players in different systems of governance.  This 
seminar is aimed at providing complementary, practical insights into the sometimes messy, real-world 
processes through which public policy is established in Canada.   
 
The course will have three general sections: 
 

 The first three classes will be devoted to an overview of the course, the evolving context for policy-making, 
and the roles of politicians and public servants in the policy process. 

 The next five classes will focus on specific policy areas and case studies.  

 The last three classes will see students present a Memorandum to Cabinet (MC) at a “mock” Cabinet 
meeting, as well as a wrap-up discussion. 

 
Invited guests will come to speak in a number of the classes. 
 
Each student will have an opportunity to shadow, for at least 3 hours, a senior public servant.  One class 
(October 24) will be cancelled in recognition of the time invested in shadowing. 
 
Seminar requirements and grading scheme  
 
Each student will be expected to satisfy four requirements: 
 

 Participation: Attend (including arriving on time) and actively participate in all classes, unless extenuating 
circumstances make this impossible. (15%) 

 

 Shadowing: Shadow (follow, observe, interact with) a senior public servant, and write a single-spaced one-
pager with the title, “Five Things I Learned from …”   Twenty-five senior officials have already agreed to 
have students from the seminar shadow them; each student will be “matched” with an official in September 
on the basis of areas of policy/department interest, security clearances (if any students have them), and 
random distribution.  Students will be responsible for contacting the officials’ offices to book a time for 
shadowing, and should be prepared to show flexibility, as these officials’ schedules tend to be very full and 
unpredictable.  During the half day with the senior public servant, each student is likely to have the 
opportunity to observe him or her in meetings, to speak bilaterally for at least 30 minutes, and to meet 
some of his or her colleagues.  Students should come to the shadowing prepared with a number of 
questions.  The summary of insights is due on October 31. (15%) 

 

 Case study: Write an 8-10 page, double-spaced paper and make a 15-20-minute class presentation on the 
theme, “From Idea to Implementation”, examining how a particular policy/program proposal took shape, 



gained approval, and was translated into reality.  The case study should draw on a mix of published 
accounts and/or interviews with individuals involved with the file.  Presentations will take place during the 
October 3-November 14 classes.  Papers are due on the day of the presentation and will be returned in 
class before the end of the semester. (35%).   

 

 Memorandum to Cabinet: Write, present, and defend an MC that satisfies the criteria established by the 
Privy Council Office, is well-researched and well-written, and makes a compelling case for a new policy 
and/or program.  The MC should be submitted in paper form to the instructor at the beginning of the 
November 14 class, and distributed in electronic form to all seminar participants by 2 pm on November 15. 
Students who wish to receive their graded MCs back should provide a stamped, self-addressed envelope 
(please ensure that the stamp value is sufficient for the size and weight of the MC). (35%)  

 
Late assignments may be submitted through the Political Science drop-box on the 6th floor of the Loeb building, 
from which papers are emptied and date-stamped each weekday at 4 pm. The penalty for late submission is 
2/3 of a grade per day.  This would mean, for example, that an assignment that would normally have merited a 
mark of A- but was submitted two days late would instead receive a C+.   
 
Readings   
 
These readings are “foundational” and should all be completed, ideally, by the end of September, and at the 
outside, by late October (which should not be too difficult, since there’s only one class between October 3 and 
31).   From early- to mid-October, students should focus their attention on the case studies, shadowing, and 
MCs: 
 
Rhodes, R.A.W., John Wanna and Patrick Weller. Comparing Westminster. Oxford University Press, 2009.  
Chapters 3-6. 
 
Robertson, Gordon.  Memoirs of a Very Civil Servant: Mackenzie King to Pierre Trudeau.  Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 2000, parts 4 and 5. 
 
Goldenberg, Eddie.  The Way it Works: Inside Ottawa. Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 2006, chapters 4-22. 
 
Schacter, Mark with Phillip Haid. Cabinet Decision-Making in Canada: Lessons and Practices.  Ottawa: 
Institute on Governance, 1999.  Available at: http://iog.ca/sites/iog/files/cabinet2.pdf 
 
Privy Council Office.  Accountable Government: A Guide for Ministers and Ministers of State. Ottawa: 2011.  
Available at: http://www.pco-bcp.gc.ca/docs/information/publications/ag-gr/2011/docs/ag-gr-eng.pdf 
 
Savoie, Donald.  The Canadian public service has a personality. Canadian Public Administration, 49 (3), Fall 
2006, 261-281. 
 
d’Ombrain, Nicholas.  Ministerial responsibility and the machinery of government. Canadian Public 
Administration, 50 (2), Summer 2007, 195-217. 
 
Eichbaum, Chris and Richard Shaw.  Revisiting politicization: political advisors and public servants in 
Westminster systems.  Governance, 21 (3), July 2008, 337-363. 
 
Hallsworth, Michael and Jill Ritter.  Making Policy Better.  London: Institute for Government, 2011.  Available 
at: http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/28/ 
 
Students are also encouraged to read chapters of interest to them – particularly those dealing with major policy 
decisions -- in the Prime Ministerial memoirs of Brian Mulroney (Memoirs: 1939-1993), Jean Chrétien (My 
Years as Prime Minister), and Paul Martin (Hell or High Water).    
 
 

http://www.pco-bcp.gc.ca/docs/information/publications/ag-gr/2011/docs/ag-gr-eng.pdf


 
Class schedule 

 
September 12: Course overview and introductory lecture  
 
September 19: Politicians and policy 
 
September 26: Public servants and policy 
 
October 3: Economic and tax policies  
 

Case study presentations 
 
October 17: Labour and labour market policies  
 

Case study presentations 
 
October 24: No class  
 
October 31: Environmental and energy policies 
 

Case study presentations 
Submission of one-pagers on shadowing 

 
November 7: Aboriginal policies 
 

Case study presentations 
 
November 14: Foreign and national security policies 
 
 Case study presentations 

Submission of MCs 
 
November 21: Presentation of MCs (mock Cabinet meeting) 
 
November 28: Presentation of MCs (mock Cabinet meeting) 
 
December 5: Presentation of MCs (mock Cabinet meeting) and wrap-up 
 



Academic Accommodations 
 
For students with Disabilities: Students with disabilities requiring academic accommodations in this course 
must register with the Paul Menton Centre for Students with Disabilities (500 University Centre) for a formal 
evaluation of disability-related needs. Registered PMC students are required to contact the centre (613-520-
6608) every term to ensure that the instructor receives your request for accommodation. After registering with 
the PMC, make an appointment to meet with the instructor in order to discuss your needs at least two weeks 
before the first assignment is due or the first in-class test/midterm requiring accommodations. If you 
require accommodation for your formally scheduled exam(s) in this course, please submit your request for 
accommodation to PMC by (November 11, 2011 for fall term examinations and March 7, 2012 for winter 
term examinations). 
 
For Religious Observance: Students requesting accommodation for religious observances should apply in 
writing to their instructor for alternate dates and/or means of satisfying academic requirements. Such requests 
should be made during the first two weeks of class, or as soon as possible after the need for accommodation is 
known to exist, but no later than two weeks before the compulsory academic event. Accommodation is to be 
worked out directly and on an individual basis between the student and the instructor(s) involved. Instructors 
will make accommodations in a way that avoids academic disadvantage to the student. Instructors and 
students may contact an Equity Services Advisor for assistance (www.carleton.ca/equity). 
 
For Pregnancy: Pregnant students requiring academic accommodations are encouraged to contact an Equity 
Advisor in Equity Services to complete a letter of accommodation. Then, make an appointment to discuss your 
needs with the instructor at least two weeks prior to the first academic event in which it is anticipated the 
accommodation will be required. 
 
Plagiarism: The University Senate defines plagiarism as “presenting, whether intentional or not, the ideas, 
expression of ideas or work of others as one’s own.”  This can include:   
 

 reproducing or paraphrasing portions of someone else’s published or unpublished material, regardless of the 
source, and presenting these as one’s own without proper citation or reference to the original source; 

 submitting a take-home examination, essay, laboratory report or other assignment written, in whole or in part, 
by someone else; 

 using ideas or direct, verbatim quotations, or paraphrased material, concepts, or ideas without appropriate 
acknowledgment in any academic assignment; 

 using another’s data or research findings; 

 failing to acknowledge sources through the use of proper citations when using another’s works and/or failing 
to use quotation marks; 

 handing in "substantially the same piece of work for academic credit more than once without prior written 
permission of the course instructor in which the submission occurs. 
 

Plagiarism is a serious offence which cannot be resolved directly with the course’s instructor.  The Associate 
Deans of the Faculty conduct a rigorous investigation, including an interview with the student, when an 
instructor suspects a piece of work has been plagiarized.  Penalties are not trivial. They include a mark of zero 
for the plagiarized work or a final grade of "F" for the course.  
 
Oral Examination: At the discretion of the instructor, students may be required to pass a brief oral 
examination on research papers and essays. 
 
Submission and Return of Term Work: Papers must be handed directly to the instructor and will not be date-
stamped in the departmental office. Late assignments may be submitted to the drop box in the corridor outside 
B640 Loeb. Assignments will be retrieved every business day at 4 p.m., stamped with that day's date, and 
then distributed to the instructor.  For essays not returned in class please attach a stamped, self-addressed 
envelope if you wish to have your assignment returned by mail.  Please note that assignments sent via fax or 
email will not be accepted. Final exams are intended solely for the purpose of evaluation and will not be 
returned. 
 

Grading: Assignments and exams will be graded with a percentage grade. To convert this to a letter grade or 
to the university 12-point system, please refer to the following table. 



 

Percentage Letter grade 12-point scale Percentage Letter grade 12-point scale 

90-100 A+ 12 67-69 C+ 6 

85-89 A 11 63-66 C 5 

80-84 A- 10 60-62 C- 4 

77-79 B+ 9 57-59 D+ 3 

73-76 B 8 53-56 D 2 

70-72 B- 7 50-52 D- 1 

 
Grades:  Final grades are derived from the completion of course assignments.  Failure to write the final exam 
will result in the grade ABS.  Deferred final exams are available ONLY if the student is in good standing in the 
course. 
 
Approval of final grades: Standing in a course is determined by the course instructor subject to the approval 
of the Faculty Dean. This means that grades submitted by an instructor may be subject to revision. No grades 
are final until they have been approved by the Dean. 
 
Connect Email Accounts: All email communication to students from the Department of Political Science will 
be via Connect. Important course and University information is also distributed via the Connect email system. It 
is the student’s responsibility to monitor their Connect account.  
 
Carleton Political Science Society: The Carleton Political Science Society (CPSS) has made its mission to 
provide a social environment for politically inclined students and faculty. Holding social events, debates, and 
panel discussions, CPSS aims to involve all political science students in the after-hours academic life at 
Carleton University. Our mandate is to arrange social and academic activities in order to instill a sense of 
belonging within the Department and the larger University community. Members can benefit through numerous 
opportunities which will complement both academic and social life at Carleton University. To find out more, 
please email carletonpss@gmail.com, visit our website at poliscisociety.com, or come to our office in Loeb 
D688. 
 
Official Course Outline: The course outline posted to the Political Science website is the official course 
outline. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:carletonpss@gmail.com

