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Introduction
I am a strong believer in using

praxis as an educational tool (Jentleson
1990, 435–6). Even though I have
taught college political science most of
my adult life, I had always been peri-
odically directly involved with politics.
In 1997, I received an opportunity to
deepen my commitment to praxis when
I accepted a position as a policy ana-
lyst with the Democratic caucus of the
Michigan State Senate. The following is
a brief account of my experiences from
November 1997 until August 2001.

My Job Responsibilities
My responsibilities included compil-

ing data, interpretations, and legislative
options in various policy areas. This
was all done within a partisan environ-
ment: my boss was the leader of the
Democratic caucus within the State Sen-
ate. Thus my work was expected to be
accurate, but open to use for potential
partisan advantage.

From November 1997 until June
2000, I was responsible for the appro-
priations committee and process. I
attended every full appropriations
committee and various appropriation
subcommittees. I also shepherded many
appropriation bills to a vote once they
came to the floor of the Senate. Both
my committee and floor responsibilities
included meeting with representatives of
affected interest groups, summarizing
the contents of each bill to my senators,
helping my senators craft amendments
to budget bills, and notifying and inter-
preting Republican amendments that
were brought up.

From June 1999 until June 2000, I
was also a policy analyst for the agricul-
ture committee. From June 2000 until

August 2001, I analyzed prospective state
spending and contracts by attending the
meetings of the state administrative
board. During this time period, I also an-
alyzed past state spending by interpreting
state audit reports for caucus members.

I anticipated that these experiences
would add depth to my understanding
of the legislative process, thereby mak-
ing me a more effective political scien-
tist. I could communicate my first-hand
experiences to my students and analyze
the gaps between theory and practice.

Reality Bites: Ambiguity
and Imprecision 

I was constantly surprised at the
imprecision that surrounded nearly the
entire legislative environment. There
was an ambiguity in the atmosphere that
is entirely different than what theoretical
political concepts, or the precise results
of a survey, would imply. More surpris-
ing is that decisions, sometimes very
significant ones, are made based on am-
biguity and imprecision. Specifically, the
imprecision consists of imperfect and
incomplete information and subjective
assumptions.1 Moreover, the environ-
ment in which this ambiguity is present
is usually defined by partisanship and
constrained by a definite time frame in
which a decision has to be made. The
following examples illustrate this envi-
ronment.

The Consensus Revenue Estimating
Conference

This critical aspect of the legislative
process officially sets the revenue avail-
able for any future legislative action. In
Michigan, these meetings usually occur
before the appropriation process begins
in January and in May when revenue
figures are more up-to-date. The confer-
ences are structured so that fairness and
objectivity are portrayed: House and
Senate legislators, members of the
House and Senate Fiscal Agencies, a
member of the executive branch’s treas-
ury department, and outside economists

are all present (Cox and Rosenfeld
2001, 96; Ross 2001). 

The conferences convey the image of
professionals presenting unbiased
information and data and then making
decisions based upon them. However,
the reality is that the numbers pre-
sented are formula-based and driven by
economic assumptions. If some of the
assumptions turn out to be incorrect,
then the numbers significantly change.
And if the numbers are significantly
“off,” then any policy/budgetary deci-
sion based on them is logically invalid
(Cochran et al. 1993, 62). While this
did not surprise me, what did was how
this information was used in the
legislative process. 

I remember numerous times when
legislators used these numbers as justi-
fications to support or oppose specific
provisions in departmental budgets
(Wildavsky 1984, 1). Either there was
the cry, “the available revenues clearly
show that there is enough money to do
this,” or “the forecast shows that there
may not be enough money to support
that.” These claims were made in com-
mittees, on the floor, by Democrats and
Republicans. What was left unsaid was
(to me) the truth. All of the rhetoric on
spending and taxes and the substance
of the actual budget bills are based on
a basic unreality: a forecast of the fis-
cal future which nobody can disprove
or unequivocally legitimate.

As a staffer I would not communi-
cate this truth to the senators, although
I suspected that most knew it anyway.
They want an analysis and summary
that does not question the assumptions
of the process. A questioning of the as-
sumptions would make the bill/budget
summary too long and complicated.
My job was not to explain the signifi-
cance of the impermanence of the
numbers on their decision-making
process. Instead, I was to produce a
product: a short summary of the
conference results. This frustrated me,
because I felt that it was my job to
explain as best as possible the compli-
cated reality of both the context and 
substance of budget and policy 
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decisions. The problem is that not
many people really want to listen.

The dynamics of the Revenue Esti-
mating Conference also reveal a very
partisan, but often unnoticed, twist.
During the first year of my work
(1997–1998), the Democrats controlled
the House and the Republicans con-
trolled the Senate and the executive
branch. During that time, the revenue
estimates by the House Fiscal Agency
were usually higher than those of the
Senate or the executive branch. When
I first noticed this, I wondered why
there was such a discrepancy. After
talking with a few people, I discovered
how the politics of the process un-
folded: the executive branch estimated
an unrealistically low revenue projec-
tion, the House an unrealistically high
revenue projection, and the Senate a
revenue projection somewhere in-
between those of the House and the
executive branch. The “compromise”
that would be agreed to at the end of
the conference would be a number
close to the Senate figure.

I believe that the executive branch
deliberately “low-balled” their numbers
so that they could “find” money toward
the end of the fiscal year. This adminis-
trative orchestration allowed Governor
John Engler (R) to portray himself as a
brilliant fiscal manager of the state’s
economy. Thus near the end of the fis-
cal year, Governor Engler could propose
an “unexpected” tax cut, a supplemental
budget, or both. 

The Democratic-led House obviously
wanted the “real” numbers “officially”
projected before the normal appropria-
tions process began. In that way, they
could have a stronger case for increased
funding for programs they wanted. 
Indeed, many members of both parties in
both chambers want “real” numbers early
on: the power of the institution as well
as members’ individual ability to produce
results for their constituents is at stake. 

Because the heads of the fiscal agen-
cies are responsible to the majority
party of the legislative branch that they
represent, there is an obvious pressure
to conform to the general policy wishes
of the majority party. It is expected that
the executive-branch revenue projections
are closely tied to the wishes of the
governor. Because of this context, an
elaborate, somewhat choreographed
“dance” occurs at some of these rev-
enue estimating conferences: the num-
bers are not so inaccurate that they sig-
nificantly threatened the integrity of the
staff of the treasury department or the
fiscal agencies, however each has a
“role” to play in order for the final
numbers to come out where all the

major parties can agree (Geertz 1975,
6–7). This is political compromise dis-
guised as economic analysis (Lindblom
1993, 31–2; Starling 1988, 210). 

State Spending 
I spent a lot of time reading audit re-

ports and going to the state administra-
tive board meetings in which contracts
were awarded. Before I started this part
of my job, I was relatively unaware of
the details of how a state spends its
money. As I read the audit reports, I
had to first familiarize myself with the
language and concepts used. After I be-
came comfortable digesting the reports,
I began to understand their significance.
Some were fairly non-controversial
while others showed a clear lack of
accountability. 

I remember asking auditors some
questions like the following: “Am I
reading this correctly, that the depart-
ment cannot account for $3.1 million in
funds for the fiscal years 1996 and
1997?” Although I wanted a simple,
easy-to-understand answer, I rarely got
one. Instead, they would explain in
mind-numbing detail how departments
were funded and the challenges they
faced in accurately tracing how different
funds were spent. Interestingly, they
would also stress the relative insignifi-
cance of many of their reports because
of the narrow scope of inquiry. Hence,
many times nothing conclusive could be
interpreted from a single report. 

They also emphasized that just be-
cause money cannot be accounted for
does not necessarily mean that it was
misspent. Because it takes a great deal
of time to track the details of how past
funds were spent, the audit reports were
usually for spending which occurred two
or three years previously. Thus, unless
the unaccounted money was particularly
large, or earmarked for a popular pro-
gram, I was not very successful in get-
ting my managers on the caucus staff,
individual senators’ staff, or senators
themselves to even read my analyses. 

I believe there are several reasons for
this. First, the details are so complicated
that a lot of senators do not know how
to translate unaccounted funds into a
political issue. Second, because of the
complexity, the media (particularly tele-
vision) does not report on it and it does
not become an issue (Mitchell 1999).
Third, some senators do not care that
much about unaccounted funds because
they believe that once their party gets
into power, they will have the discretion
to spend money as they see fit. If some
money cannot be tracked, that is accept-
able. There is no reason to push for

more effective legislative accountability
because then they would be forced to
abide by it once in power. 

At first, when I realized that not
many senators were interested in publi-
cizing financial irregularities, I ques-
tioned myself. I thought that I had
somehow misinterpreted the information.
I also thought: “Why isn’t everyone
jumping on the chance to exploit these
irregularities for political gain?” But I
soon realized that imprecise accounting2

is generally accepted in the legislature.
It was tolerated then because of the
context: I was working in the late 1990s
when the state had plenty of money due
to several years of strong economic
growth. Most of the legislative activity
at that time was in spending the money
coming in, putting the excess into the
rainy day fund, or pushing to give it
back through tax cuts. 

Reality Bites (Again): The
Lack of Control

The routine lack of control stands out
as one of the most surprising character-
istics of working in the legislature. The
lack of control is directly related to my
conceptions of partisanship. Before I
started working at the legislature, I
knew the basics: that the Republicans
controlled the Senate by a 22–16 vote
majority. However I was unsure of how
important party was in how the Senate
worked. I had a number of questions:
Would the Democratic senators’ vote as
a party on most votes or vote as a party
only on important votes? How would
party-line voting operate among the
Republicans? How was an “important”
party vote decided? (Wright and
Schaffner 2002, 369–70) How would
party-line votes in committees differ
from those on the floor? 

Part of the reason I wanted to know
the answers was because I wanted to be
in control as much as possible: If I
knew exactly how the dynamics of
party-line voting worked, then I could
perform my job better. How naïve I
was. There are no set rules. However,
after some time on the job, I was able
to broadly discern what I perceived
were party issues and thus was able to
perform my job with more accuracy and
speed. Yet still, there were many times
when I thought a vote would be party-
line when it turned out it was not. One
major reason for my misinterpretations
was that I allowed my feelings on an
issue to interfere with objective analysis.
A good illustration of this was over the
issue of gun control. 

I felt that the issue of gun control
was, generally speaking, a good issue
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for the identity of the Democratic Party.
President Clinton had some success with
“soccer moms” by touting his gun-
control measures in his 1996 re-election
campaign (Carroll 1999). Moreover, a
number of my senators were from
Detroit, a city that has experienced a lot
of gun-related violence and crime in
recent years. What I did not fully
appreciate was that a number of my
senators were also from suburban and
rural areas and philosophically sup-
ported the National Rifle Association
(NRA). 

When an amendment was offered by
one of our more liberal members that
modestly increased an aspect of gun
control, the majority of our own caucus
voted against it. This made me angry. I
thought to myself: Why I am working
for this caucus when a majority of them
won’t simply vote (what I perceived to
be) the right way? In retrospect, I was
naïve to think that “the right way” for
Democrats nationally was invariably “the
right way” for a majority of Michigan
Democratic state senators.

A deeper reason why this issue both-
ered me was because I was looking for
some issue, any issue, for our caucus to
coalesce behind and form an identity.
We didn’t seem to have a distinct ideo-
logical core. Our caucus was typical of
the diversity within the Democratic
Party nationally and within Michigan:
urban, suburban, and rural interests, cul-
turally conservative and socially liberal
viewpoints, and African American and
white divergence on issues.

How did the Republicans view party-
line voting? Because Governor Engler
was a Republican, I presumed that most
would line up on issues pretty close to
his positions. Although that was mostly
true, I was surprised at the voting be-
havior of some Republican senators.
The dynamics of the Senate Appropria-
tions Committee illustrates this. 

The chairperson would sometimes
vote against an item in an administra-
tion budget bill. Another Republican
member, or two, might also vote against
the administration on other votes. Many
times these votes were for Democratic
amendments. I never knew what to
think when this happened: Did the Re-
publicans vote with us because they
were trying to “set us up” somewhere
down the line or did the senator actu-
ally believe that we were correct? What
did I overlook? What angle did I miss?

As I became more comfortable with
my job my anxiety diminished, but
never completely disappeared. Because
my party did not command a majority,
and thus had little institutional responsi-
bility, it was difficult to get “set up.” I

realized that there were various reasons
some Republicans voted with us on
amendments: some were for the content
of the amendment while others were
just for “show.”

There were more “show” votes on the
Senate floor. For example, a few Repub-
licans would vote for an amendment to
increase health care funding but the
amendment would still fail, often by just
one vote. The Republican caucus would
give us a few votes but usually never
enough to get our amendment passed.
This allowed the Republicans who were
running for re-election in marginal dis-
tricts to be on record for supporting
more health care funding (Edelman
1988, 125).

Since I could not predict party-line
votes with 100% accuracy, I had to pro-
ceed on my best guess. This lack of con-
trol made me more cautious in expressing
my viewpoints to my caucus managers
and my senators: if I didn’t know which
way the vote would turn out then I
wouldn’t commit myself. I deliberately
held back because I did not want to be
perceived as ineffective or incompetent. I
also didn’t want to get blamed.

I continually struggled not to fall
emotionally into either one of two po-
larities: that the whole legislative
process is so out of control that I can’t
control anything so why should I care?
Or, that every vote and legislative ma-
neuver is potentially critical, so I must
be constantly vigilant.

Because our caucus did not have
enough votes by ourselves to pass any-
thing, we were constantly disappointed.
We would offer amendments on budget
bills, only to see them repeatedly de-
feated. The “false positives” were par-
ticularly frustrating. For example, an
amendment that we sponsored would
pass (usually by one vote) and everyone
in the caucus would be ecstatic. But
sometimes within just a few moments,
the Republicans would make a motion
to reconsider the vote on which the
amendment was just passed. There
would be another vote. This usually
meant that the Republicans had con-
vinced one of their own members to
change his or her vote so the outcome
would be reversed. This is standard par-
liamentary procedure. But I was
shocked when I first experienced this
while standing in the caucus room 
off the Senate floor. I thought: “They
lost the vote, this is unfair.” But it is
within the majority’s power because
they control the process. 

I had invested a lot of emotional and
intellectual energy in attempting to get
our amendment passed. Now I had to
move on and accept the fact that the

victory we got was short-lived, often
lasting less than a minute. After a few of
these “false positives,” I learned to
restrain my happiness when we won a
floor vote. I tried to balance my
emotional self between not succumbing
to cynicism while still avoiding
disappointment.

I also had to accept a lack of control
as to when bills would get called up for
a potential vote. When I analyzed ap-
propriation bills, I was more confident
about timing: there was a printed sched-
ule (which was generally followed) and,
most importantly, there was a firm
deadline of a fiscal year. However non-
budget bills could come up unexpect-
edly. One bill I dreaded coming up on
the Senate floor was a revision of the
state drain code. 

For almost a year I was assigned to
analyze the revision. I was assigned the
bill because it was under consideration
by the agriculture committee. The drain
code is a complicated law that deals
with how local governments decide to
use water. It is indirectly related to
many critical issues such as environ-
mental protection, land use, local con-
trol, and economic development. It is
closely watched by many interest
groups, from public interest and envi-
ronmental lobbies to business and real
estate concerns. The potential rewrite of
the bill was extremely complicated and
very long (over 200 pages). 

I remember one occasion in which the
bill was substantially rewritten by a
member of the Republican staff, a few
lobbyists, and a member of the non-
partisan fiscal agency the day before it
was to be brought up at an agricultural
committee meeting. As usual, no one
from the minority party was involved.
Members of a grassroots citizens group
who opposed the revision (and with
whom I had met) were equally unaware
of the changes.

My job was to scrutinize the changes
and present an analysis to my commit-
tee members before the next day’s
meeting. This was extremely difficult
because there were more than 100
changes and I had to analyze each and
every one and determine whether it was
a minor, technical or a major, substan-
tive change. I received the changes
close to five p.m., after the fiscal
agency staff member who was responsi-
ble for analyzing the bill had left for
the day. The only person I knew that
was still working then was the Republi-
can staff member who had participated
in the revision. I felt compelled to ana-
lyze the bill that night because it is eas-
ier for amendments to pass in commit-
tees than on the floor. 

PSOnline www.apsanet.org 271

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096505056416 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096505056416


This meant calling the Republican
staff member about the changes and
having to decide whether to believe him
when he told me his interpretation of
them. He would seemingly be honest
and say something like “I am not sure
about that, but I think it’s only a techni-
cal change.” He might be definite and
remark that the change is only technical
in nature. Or he might describe in detail
what the substantive change in law
would be if the revision was accepted. 

What if I wasn’t sure about his asser-
tion? My fellow staff members had ad-
vised me that sometimes “technical”
changes could be quite substantial. Was it
spin, the truth, or something in-between?
I had no control and it frustrated me. But
I also knew I had to produce an analysis
quickly, make it as accurate as possible,
and present it as a certainty to my bosses
the next morning. So I did. I highlighted
a few changes that were potentially either
bad public policy or against our party’s

philosophy or interest groups. The Demo-
cratic vice-chairperson of the agriculture
committee objected to some of these
changes at the next morning’s meeting.
They were removed from the rewrite (at
least temporarily). I felt good. 

I especially feared losing control
when the drain code bill was on the
Senate calendar. I felt this way because
even though the bill was officially listed
as a “committee report” (and thus was
not scheduled to be debated or voted on
that day), it still could technically be
brought up. I lived in fear that the bill
would unexpectedly be called up one
day and I would be expected to ur-
gently explain this complicated piece of
legislation. I was particularly fearful that
a senator would ask about a specific
clause or section that I didn’t com-
pletely understand or whose essence
could not be accurately communicated
quickly. Fortunately, this never hap-
pened. But since the bill was on the

calendar for such a long period of time
(over six months before I was reas-
signed to other responsibilities), I lived
with a constant dread. After a while, I
was confident enough in my abilities to
just accept the situation.

Conclusion
I have a deeper understanding of the

legislative process because of this ex-
perience with praxis. I learned by sim-
ply being alert, doing my job, and
keeping a journal of my experiences. I
am now better prepared to teach my
students how theory and reality can di-
verge. If you are able, I highly recom-
mend the experience to any political
scientist who studies American politics,
state government, legislative process,
public administration, or public policy.
That is, if you can live with more than
a little ambiguity and don’t mind los-
ing control.
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because of the environment in which I was a
part.

2. The concept of precise accounting is prob-
lematic for some. For example, Danish scholar
Henning Kirkegaard believes that traditional fi-
nancial statements give a distorted image of 

financial positions because the financial state-
ments are logically incomplete, the data is sys-
tematically outdated, the balance sheets give only
a static image, and, most importantly, tangible,
rudimentary accounting concepts are inadequate.
See Kirkegaard 1995.

Notes
1. In retrospect, I should have not been

surprised with the ambiguity, imprecision,
and subjectivity because I studied interpretive
political theory in graduate school. However
once out in the “real world,” I felt that I
could not operationalize this theory 
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