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Using Community Resources to 
Teach Public Policy 

by Keith J. Mueller, University of Nebraska, Lincoln 

The recent growth in policy stud
ies curricula in political science de
partments affords increased 
opportunities for experimentation 
with alternative instruction modes. 
This article describes one innovation 
found to be appropriate for courses 
for which the instructor has access 
to experts in the policy being stud
ied. In this example, community ex
perts in health policy issues were 
used as resource persons to assist in 
discussion of specific health policy 
concerns. Other policy courses 
should be amenable to this format, 
including energy, environment, and 
economic development courses. 
Even without using community ex
perts, the general format of weekly 
colloquiums could be replicated for 
other policy courses. 

The courses described herein is an 
upper division/graduate level course 
in American Health Policy. It is taught 
for one semester every other year as 
one of several topical courses in the 
public policy track within political 
science. The class meets once a 
week in evening sessions. The inten
tion of the course is to acquaint 
students with a variety of concerns 
within the broad rubric of health 
policy, and sharpen their analytical 
skills vis-a-vis those concerns. 

Objectives 
Two principle objectives guided 

the development of this course in 
health policy. First, I wanted stu
dents to become knowledgeable 
concerning the unsettled questions 
in American Health Policy, particular
ly related to financing health care, 
assuring alternative modes of deliv
ering health care, and consumer in
volvement in health care and health 
care delivery. Second, I wanted stu
dents to develop analytical skills use
ful in critiquing the arguments of 
those who advocate various policies 
relevant to the preceding questions. 

The first objective can be satisfied 
in large part through careful reading 
of the various arguments and build
ing an understanding of the defenses 
of various positions. Some additional 
material can be disseminated 

through lectures. However, these 
traditional methods of exposing stu
dents to material does not assure us 
that they understand that material. I 
want them to become interested in 
the subject and challenge the views 
expressed in their reading material 
and the persons advocating those 
positions. 

Developing analytical skills should 
help students become confident in 
challenging the views of others, even 
the experts whose opinions they are 
reading and hearing. Again, the tradi
tional format is unsatisfactory for 
accomplishing this objective. More 
than exams and a possible term 
paper is needed. I need to see evi
dence of sound reasoning on a vari
ety of specific topics before I can be 
confident the student is developing 
sharp analytical skills. Both written 
and oral communications would pro
vide evidence of their improving 
skills. 

Class Design 
With those objectives in mind I 

designed a course in American 
Health Policy in a manner totally 
different from traditional classes. 
The lecture-discussion format of 
class sessions was been replaced 
with weekly colloquiums. The exam-
term paper format for evaluating stu
dent progress was replaced with a 
series of weekly essays and periodic 
short papers. 

The course was divided into 
twelve subjects, each one assigned 
for a weekly meeting (21/2 hour eve
ning session). Reading was assigned 
for each of those topics, normally a 
series of journal articles. The outline 
and selected assigned readings are 
listed at the end of this article. Nor
mally we expect students to com
plete reading assignments ahead of 
the class meeting; such a practice 
was assured in this course. Students 
were required to submit essay an
swers to questions derived from the 
readings — 10 of those essays 
would be recorded as grades. 

Class sessions were devoted to 
discussing the essays the students 
(continued on p.6) 

Organizational Change: 
Case Studies and 

Analysis 
by Thomas J. Pavlak 
Molly Wong 
University of Pittsburgh 

One continuing source of frustra
tion in public policy and mangement 
education is the relative paucity of 
materials in empirical inquiry. Typ
ically, instructors must borrow and 
adapt instructional materials original
ly developed for use in other fields 
(e.g., Political Science, Sociology). 
While many of these texts, laborato
ry manuals and other instructional 
resources are of excellent quality, 
they often are only marginally related 
to public policy and management 
concerns. Learning for skillbuilding in 
empirical inquiry is not content-free, 
however, and students frequently 
have difficulty applying concepts and 
techniques covered in these instruc
tional materials to their own field of 
study—the linkages may not be 
readily apparent. 

The problem is particularly acute 
when one is trying to provide stu
dents with relevant "hands on" ex
perience in applying various analytic 
methods to actual data for public 
policy and management decision
making. Data sets available from the 
University of Michigan's Inter-Univer
sity Consortium for Political and So
cial Research, for example, focus 
heavily on public opinion surveys. 
The American Political Science As
sociation's SETUPS monographs are 
oriented primarily toward the study 
of political processes, values and 
behavior. While valuable, these kinds 
of learning experiences are not as 
central to the concerns of public 
policy and management students as, 
for example, learning to use policy 
analysis techniques such as risk anal
ysis, cost-benefit analysis, systems 
analysis, decision analysis and multi-
attribute analysis. Equally important 
is the need to develop students' 
skills in organizational analysis. In 
both cases, instructional materials 
are needed that reflect the context of 
public decisionmaking. If the learning 
needs of public policy and manage
ment students are to be met adequa
tely then, it seems clear that what is 
required is the development of in
structional materials that are more 
directly aimed toward their special
ized field of study, 
(continued on p.4) 
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