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Introduction

MPA programs accredited by the National Association of Schools of Public Affairs and Administration are required to offer courses that address public policy formulation, implementation and evaluation, as well as decision-making and problem solving.  The case study method is used in many public administration courses because it permits instructors to challenge students with real-world analysis and decision-making problems.  In many instances, however, the cases are hypothetical, or stem from circumstances that existed in the past.    

In the spring of 2003, while the Lexington-Fayette (Kentucky) Urban County Government grappled with the question of whether it should condemn and ultimately buy the privately-owned local water utility, students in a graduate course on policy analysis and program evaluation used knowledge, skills and techniques from the course to analyze the same question.

This paper explores the benefits to MPA students of using a team approach to analyze a policy issue that is currently being debated in the local community.  Details of the pedagogy are discussed, and the reflections from authors who were student team members offer insights into the merits and limitations of this teaching methodology.  We argue that analyzing real and emerging policy problems offers students an enhanced opportunity to learn analytical techniques, increases the likelihood that they will master and apply key policy analysis skills, and heightens students’ ability to link classroom work to workplace demands.  

We begin with a brief description of the water utility case to permit readers to better understand the nature of the course design.  We follow with a literature review of student-centered pedagogical techniques such as case studies and team-based learning.  We then describe the specific course goals and the class content and assignments related to the water utility problem.  We conclude with lessons appropriate for faculty who wish to consider employing similar teaching techniques.



Public or Private Ownership? The Case of Lexington’s Water Company
Clean water is an essential element to any community. As a vital component to the quality of life of citizens, the decision by local governments to acquire water utilities is a common debate within the public sector.  Government officials in Lexington, Kentucky have recently been faced with such a decision. The city of Lexington has had a privately owned water utility since the 1800s. However, within the past five years two major events have forced the Lexington Fayette Urban County Government (LFUCG), Lexington’s merged city-county government, to examine the possibility of purchasing the private water utility, Kentucky- American Water Company (KAWC). The two events leading to this situation include the drought that plagued the city in 1999, forcing the city to look for additional sources of water for central Kentucky.  The second event was the recent acquisition of American Water Works, the parent company of KAWC, by the German conglomerate RWE AG.  During the 1999 drought, the LFUCG was instrumental in determining additional appropriate sources of water reserves.  However, the recent acquisition of the private water company by a large foreign conglomerate has many citizens concerned about the role the local government will have in future decisions regarding the quality and efficiency of the water supply. 

The local citizen group supporting public ownership, FLOW (For Local Ownership of Water), emphasizes that water supply issues impact all citizens in the area, that losing control of the water company could result in loss of jobs, obliteration of state and federal taxes, and that local ownership would create the opportunity to use water utility profits to pay off bonds and improve the county infrastructure. FLOW argues that with government control of the company a system of checks and balances would be easier to establish and the public would benefit from local decisions. Another major issue supporters of condemnation point to is the potential loss to the community of a municipally funded park and golf course that are currently assets of the privately held firm.

Additionally, the community as a whole has several concerns regarding the purchase of the water company. Citizens worry about the level of interest or support the local water company will have as a small part of a huge international conglomerate. Another concern is the loss of high paying executive positions held by local employees that aid the local economies. Many citizens wonder if RWE will invest in the community or will remove locally-generated profits and invest them elsewhere.  In addition, because the local water company is now a part of a large international corporation, some citizens worry about the ability of local company officials to make decisions based on their knowledge of the community. Critics of private ownership point to examples where local needs have been ignored by corporate executives.
 On the other side of the debate, those against government control base their argument on the assumption that public control of the water company would be inefficient and unstable, and that the burden of high water costs and lower water quality would fall on citizens’ shoulders. Advocates of private control contend that private corporations perform more efficiently and are more competitive because of market forces.  They also argue that under local government management, needed water infrastructure upgrades would be delayed, and in some cases, would be too expensive for Lexington to pursue despite water rate increases that private control advocates believe are inevitable.  Finally, they contend that other critical public services, such as schools and public safety, would suffer because limited resources will be diverted to supporting the water utility. 
The LFUCG is faced with the task of internally assessing the government’s capacity to provide the capital necessary to acquire the Kentucky portion of the American Water Company. Additionally, the level of support by the citizens of Lexington regarding local ownership of the water company must be determined.   Ultimately, the local government must determine whether the public would be better served by allowing the region’s water supply to be controlled by a private entity that is part of an international conglomerate, or by acting to condemn the company and, if condemnation is successful, by implementing public control of the utility.  Until, the accurate value of the company is revealed in the forthcoming valuation report, the city is unable to determine if they are able to financially support this endeavor.
The students were asked to analyze the public policy problem and make a recommendation to the Lexington-Fayette Urban County Council.  

It should be noted that while students were working on this issue, the valuation report detailing the resources necessary to pursue condemnation and public takeover of the company had not been completed.

Pedagogies of Engagement

Case study and team-centered teaching are part of a broader pedagogical methodology that emphasizes “student-centered” or “active learning” models of teaching.  The argument is that traditional methods of instruction such as lectures and textbook readings produce “fragile and superficial understanding” (Colby et al 2003, pg. 131).  Proponents of alternative approaches, sometimes called pedagogies of engagement, say these teaching approaches can address a wider range of teaching and learning goals that support deeper understanding, application of knowledge and skills, and personal connections with the subject matter (Sax et al 1999).  The two active learning techniques emphasized in this class are problem-based learning (i.e. case studies), and collaborative learning (i.e. team-based learning).  The literature on pedagogies of engagement suggests that these teaching methods actively involve students in the learning process, provide them with opportunities to interact with faculty, peers, and relevant outside experts, and enhance students’ content learning, critical thinking, and transfer of learning to new situations (Colby et al 2003; McKeachie et al 1986; Pascarella and Terenzini 1991; Pederson-Randall 1999).

Colby et al distills the literature on principles of learning as they apply to student-centered teaching. They offer eight central ideas:

1. Learning is active and constructive, and students must struggle with ideas, search for patterns, meanings and new connections to material they already know.

2. Learning that lasts occurs when students are enthusiastic about and interested in what they are learning, and when they can connect to their own present and future goals.

3. In most non-academic settings, thinking and learning are in part social processes involving group work. Interaction, negotiation, comparing and contrasting multiple perspectives, and iterative techniques are some of the activities associated with learning outside the academy. 

4. Transfer of knowledge and skills to different contexts is difficult because few skills are truly generic and equally applicable across different situations, and because knowledge and skills are partly shaped by the specific contexts in which they are learned. Nevertheless, knowledge and skill transfer is critical.

5. There are two ways to increase the likelihood of transfer. One is to make the setting in which knowledge and skills are gained more like the setting in which they will be used (a problem for traditional classrooms and modes of instruction that tend to be decontextualized).  The second way is to purposefully and explicitly identify principles that can be applied in multiple settings.

6. Students must actually practice the knowledge and skills they are being asked to learn, rather than simply to recall them in some abstract form (such as a paper or a test).

7. Students have different learning strengths and methods. Thus, broadening the array of skills, tasks and modes of learning increases the likelihood that students with different strengths will be able to connect with the work.

8. Genuine understanding is enhanced by the ability to present an idea or skill in more than one way. Learning is enhanced when courses provide students with the opportunity to engage in varied learning models beyond the linguistic and logical/mathematical formats common to higher education and graduate education.







(2003 pp. 137-138)

The pedagogy of engagement is not without its critics.  As Edmundson notes, the most successful professors are those who have ‘decentered’ their classrooms and emphasize group projects and exchanges among students.  He contends that the danger is that although a classroom may be conducive to students exchanging ideas and opinions, this will not necessarily lead to students acquiring a new vocabulary, a new perspective, or new skills (1997).  That is why active learning must be designed with specific goals in mind.  The pedagogical goals for the course described in this paper have been drawn from the strengths of active learning described in the literature. 

Specifically, the major class project and many of the examples used in class were built around a case students often read about in the local newspaper.  As students worked in teams to address the primary policy problem (Should Lexington buy the local water utility?) they observed politicians, community leaders and policy analysts working through the same problem.  In this way, the teaching environment was designed to be active: students were struggling with ideas and with linkages to material they studied.  There was no “right” answer that could be automatically determined from the course content. 

The assigned tasks were designed to be relevant to MPA students’ current or projected needs, and the theory suggests that they should thus be more interested and enthusiastic about the material under study.  The instructor theorized that students who were more interested and enthusiastic about the course itself would do better (i.e. learn more) than those who were indifferent to the material.

By asking students to work in groups for most of the case study assignments, students were introduced to learning as a social process.  They were forced to negotiate, compromise, compare and contrast different perspectives, improve communication skills, and ultimately, to learn collectively.

MPA programs are designed to impart knowledge and skills that public and nonprofit professionals will use in national, state and local government positions, in nonprofit leadership roles, in policy organizations, and so on.  The most important objective of the class design was to facilitate the transfer of skills and knowledge to students’ current or future work environments. The process of working through the water company case was thought to be an effective means of allowing students to understand how policy analysis concepts and theories actually play out in work settings.  In other words, they were required to practice the knowledge and skills they were simultaneously being asked to learn.

The variety of tasks assigned in the class (described more fully below) required students to demonstrate a number of different abilities as they mastered the core content.  These abilities included communication skills, logic and quantitative thinking, project management, research skills, interview and interpersonal skills, written and oral presentation skills, and applying abstract reasoning to specific contexts.  In the process, it was hoped that there would be adequate opportunities for students with different abilities to demonstrate their knowledge and skills in these areas.

Finally, the class was presented using a variety of teaching methods, including lecture, practitioner presentations, student presentations, team problem-solving, and student interviews with stakeholders.  In this way, the instructor attempted to present course content in multiple and varied methodologies that were designed to reinforce critical ideas, concepts and skills.
Teaching Case Studies in Public Administration  

The broad discipline of policy management and the narrower field of policy analysis have been employing teaching cases since policy schools were established over 30 years ago.  Most are modeled after cases long used in business schools (Chetkovich and Kirp 2001), but probably originated at Harvard Law School (Lynn 1999).  According to Lynn, a teaching case is “a story, describing or based on actual events and circumstances, that is told with a definite teaching purpose in mind and that rewards careful study and analysis” (1999, pg. 2).  

In policy analysis, cases are generally thought to enhance students’ exposure to and acquisition of four key analysis skills: identifying when government action may or may not be appropriate; when government action is appropriate, identifying alternative policy solutions; evaluating government capacity to implement alternative solutions; and evaluating the outcomes of implemented policy (Behn 1993, Lynn 1987).  In a critique of cases used in teaching public policy, Chetkovich and Kirp argue that the most frequently used cases from the Kennedy School of Government “define the policy world to be the domain of high-level, lone protagonists beset by hostile political forces; collaborative problem-solving is rare, street-level actors insignificant, and historical, social, and institutional contexts of minimal importance” (2001, p. 283).  The public leaders who must make decisions in the case are usually white, male, top-level managers, acting largely independently.  Their conclusion is that students may not be well-served by these unrealistic contextual elements as they attempt to translate lessons learned from these cases to their own specific work environments.

In contrast, because students were working on a case that is still evolving, they were able to identify the multiple actors involved in the decision-making process.  The historical, social and institutional contexts took center stage as opponents and proponents of public ownership discussed the case in the newspaper and on the nightly news.  As described below, students were asked to research the institutional, historical and social contexts of the water company case, and to interview individuals aligned with the water company and with FLOW.  The political forces were important but balanced by the fact that there were powerful political, business and community leaders on both sides of the debate.  

Table 1 summarizes the pedagogical objectives that the case study, group-based teaching strategies attempted to achieve.  As specific course assignments involving the case study are described below, students will reflect on the extent to which these objectives were facilitated or hampered by the case study and collaborative learning approaches.
	Table 1. Learning Objectives of the Team-Based Case Study Course Design

	Pedagogical Objectives
	Selected Course Design Elements

	Active Learning.
	Interviewing stakeholders. Comparing/contrasting Lexington case with other cities.
Applying policy analysis techniques to the case question.

	Relevant material, connected to student goals.
	Demonstration that policy analysts are currently working on same problem as students.

	Learning as a social process.
	Team-based collaborative assignments.

	Knowledge and skill transfer.
	Application of specific activities involved in policy 
analysis to a real public problem.

	Practice, application of knowledge and skills.
	Demonstration of policy analysis and policy making activities through various exercises.

	Student assessment through a variety of methods tailored to different learning styles.
	Observing students in group and individual work, and utilizing hands on, case study and aesthetic forms of exercises.

	Reinforcement of key concepts, skills, ideas, through variety of teaching methods
	Use of lecture, guest speakers, group and individual research, student presentations. 


The objectives listed in Table 1 are in a sense “generic” to what we understand about good teaching practices that promote enhanced learning.  It is also important to relate these objectives to the specific goals unique to the policy class.  Ultimately, students were asked to decide whether government action was appropriate; if deemed appropriate, to identify alternative policy solutions; to examine government capacity to implement policy solutions; and to determine how to evaluate government action.  In this way, the instructor was attempting to utilize pedagogies of engagement as a means to help students to master these key policy analysis skills. 

Course Design: How the Case was Integrated into the Class


Seventeen students were enrolled in POL 879 Policy Analysis and Program Evaluation. The water company case was used for the policy analysis portion of the class.
  The purpose of the course is described in the syllabus as follows:  

Policy Analysis and Program Evaluation is a course designed to provide the tools necessary to evaluate the relative impact of alternative public policy approaches, and to evaluate the impact of existing public programs.  Statistical tools used in policy analysis are reviewed and will be applied throughout the course.  To build a foundation for analyzing policy, students are first introduced to the basic elements of the policy process, as well as to various theoretical models of policy making.  Methods of policy analysis, decision-making, and evaluation are then covered.  Through case studies and exercises, students will have the opportunity to enhance their policy analysis and evaluation skills.  Through major class projects, students will demonstrate their analytical skills.

Course objectives noted in the syllabus included the following geared specifically toward policy analysis:

1.
Understand the basic elements/processes of public policy making.  This is intended to increase awareness of how public policies are being made and the politics and the actors involved in the process. 

2.
Become aware of the different models of policy making and their underlying assumptions.

3.
Understand the differences between policy making and policy analysis.  

4.
Learn and apply various conceptual, information gathering and analytical skills required for public policy analysis (e.g. survey and cost-benefit analysis, discounting, forecasting, cost effectiveness, different evaluation techniques). 

5.
Understand the different philosophies/frames of reference (i.e. welfare economics, public choice, social structure, information processing, political philosophy) underlying the use of different methods and techniques of policy analysis. 

6.
Assume the role of policy analysts through engaging in several experiential exercises.  


Students were purposely assigned to one of three groups. The instructor knew that three students
 had studied the water issue in a previous community development course, and these students were placed in different groups. 

The assessment of group projects was also designed to enhance the learning objectives. Group assessment was described to students as follows:

Each group will collectively make the decision of how to assign points within the group for the major and minor project. 
How will the group collectively make these grading decisions? First, I strongly advise each group to choose a leader, and to assume that the leader will, if he or she does a good job, earn more points than others. What should the leader do? Organize the group’s approach to assignments, stay on top of all team members’ contributions to the overall project, synthesize, tabulate, delegate, and in other ways “administer” the team’s performance. If more than one person wants to be leader, that can work too; simply decide who will lead for various parts of the project. It has been my experience that individuals cannot get away with being free riders when they know their colleagues will decide how much their contribution to the whole is worth. On the other hand, it has also been my experience that some individuals will “decide” what grade they can live with and they work toward that grade. Those who strive for excellence will demonstrate that to the group, and those who are content to be average or mediocre will demonstrate that. 

Secondly, the fact that the group must assign the final grade distribution for group projects means that the group must communicate effectively throughout the course. If someone is consistently less productive than the group as a whole requires or would like, the group must make this clear to the individual. 

Students were asked to complete eight assignments related to the water company case. The assignments are described below, and the student authors reflect on the nature of the assignments and the extent to which objectives presented in Table 1 were achieved.



Assignment 1: Group Assignment: Overview of the policy problem
Summary of the assignment: Students were asked to research the water company ownership question and write a one-page briefing document suitable for distribution to city council members outlining the specific issues that must be resolved and the arguments being articulated by various stakeholders.
Pedagogical objective: thinking/learning as social process.

Content objective: begin to determine if government action is appropriate.   

One of the three groups decided to tackle the assignment in a different manner than the other two.  In this particular group, each member researched the basic issues, wrote a summary, and sent the summary to a point person for compilation into a concise one-page document. By asking each member to do his or her own research, all students in the group were able to locate future resources that would be useful for later assignments. The other 
two groups completed this assignment by asking the one student with knowledge of the issue to draft an overview to be edited by the rest of the group members.  
The purpose of this assignment was to give students a basic understanding of the issues and to begin to develop an understanding of the impact of various policy options. Although not graded, the assignment gave the group a crash course in working as a team, as well as becoming acquainted with the subject in a short amount of time.

At this point, 
the groups established a system for fair distribution of grade points.  Two groups decided to allow each member to take the lead in at least one project assignment throughout the semester, and to split the points evenly among the members.  Both groups determined that this would be the best way to foster the cooperation needed to successfully complete the class.  On the other hand, one group decided to award its points according the work put forth by each member individually, as determined at the end of the semester. 

Assignment 2: Group Assignment. Stakeholder Interviews

Summary of the assignment: Each group will interview at least one representative from each side of the Water Company debate to ascertain how  they defined the policy problem. Questions included: what major issues must be resolved; what  respondents believe is "the public interest" with regard to resolving this issue (i.e. the evaluation criteria such as access, efficiency, health concerns, environmental track record of the parent company, business stability, and so on); and what data or information they believe is important to consider in answering the policy question
Pedagogical objectives: active, constructive learning; thinking/learning as social process.

Content objectives: Begin to determine if government action is appropriate; begin to develop alternative policy solutions. 
Each of the three groups had a similar approach to completing this assignment.  A list of contacts covering each stakeholder group in the debate was created, and group members were assigned to contact various informants.  One group experienced significant difficulty in reaching  these very busy, influential local leaders and quickly decided to abandon its assigned contact list and allow students to talk to any stakeholders they could reach.  Students in this group were struck by the apparent apathy of some leading citizens regarding this major policy issue, and learned first-hand the difficulty of qualitative data-gathering involving elites.  Students in this group found they were most successful in obtaining interviews when they framed their approach to stakeholders in ways that allowed respondents to promote their partisan view. The group also believes that in working together to overcome the initial reluctance of some stakeholders to be interviewed, group dynamics were enhanced.  
Some of the key stakeholders the groups contacted included: the president of the Citizens Against Government Takeover, the director of the Regional Planning Group, a local journalist that covered the water debate for the Lexington Herald-Leader, members of the pro-takeover group FLOW, a representative from the Lexington Chamber of Commerce, and various Lexington political leaders.  
The interviews taught these groups how to locate and interview key informants within the community. Additionally, the interviews provided the group members with the opportunity to place a face with a side of the issue. This allowed the students to understand the emotions tied to the issue. In addition, the assignment helped the students to gain skills to conduct a professional interview and to make contacts with key community leaders and public administration officials. 

Assignment 3: Group Assignment: Policy Memo for the Mayor

Summary of the assignment: Using the research completed at this point, students were asked to write a brief policy memo for the mayor of Lexington that defined the policy issues and outlined the major arguments of proponents and critics of public ownership of the water utility. 
Students were also given statistics reporting an environmental rating for 100 companies, including the utility’s parent company RWE, and were asked to decide if RWE’s environmental score was significantly lower than average, as proponents of government takeover were asserting. The exercise required students to calculate and report Z scores and confidence intervals, and to include their analysis in the Mayor’s policy memo.
Pedagogical Objectives: Thinking/learning as a social process; knowledge/skill transfer; apply principles in multiple settings.

Content Objectives: Identify alternative policy solutions, evaluate government capacity to implement policy solutions.
At first, students in each group found it intimidating to write a memo for a political leader due to their limited experience in composing such documents. This assignment required students to practice and apply their understanding of policy issues, as well as their mastery of statistical tools. It also showed students that writing a policy memo is quite a different task than writing a thesis or executive summary in which they usually have more experience.  By emphasizing a communication form less common to the classroom but very common in real work settings, and by designating the mayor as the recipient, students gained experience in both policy analysis and professional communications. 
The end result of this assignment was a memo worthy of an executive in a decision making position.  This assignment helped all of the groups learn that effective introduction of a policy issue to key public administrators is an important component in the decision-making process dealing with public policy.  The memo assignment also taught students that it is extremely important for public administrators to give the most accurate and concise information to elected officials so that they can make the most informed decision.
The second component of the assignment forced the students to use the statistical tools that we were studying at that time to make our decision. By forcing us to use such tools in a “real time” setting and not simply questions in a text, more emphasis was placed on the future MPAs having a full understanding of statistical applications.  This part of the assignment also helped students to review some of the skills they had learned in previous semesters and apply them to policy analysis.

Assignment 4: Group Assignment: Case Study

Summary of the assignment: Groups were asked to research a city that has recently made a decision to purchase its water utility, as well as a city that has recently chosen not to purchase (or has made a decision to privatize or sell) its water utility. Students were told to treat the assignment as a case study, and do complete the following analysis: 

-- Contrast the legal, socio-economic, historical, fiscal,  political and public opinion environments facing the two cities.

-- Describe in specific terms the factors that led the cities to make the decision they did with respect to their water utility.

-- Describe the major stakeholders and their role in the decision.

-- Make comparisons between the two cities in the case study and the environment facing Lexington.  

 -- Draw conclusions based on the case study research regarding the applicability of the findings to the Lexington case. How similar or different are conditions in Lexington? Are there lessons learned in analyzing the case study cities that can be applied in Lexington? Why or why not? 

Each group was then  asked to assume the role of the Lexington mayor’s executive management team, and to write up the assignment in the form of a report addressed to the mayor in a format that included a brief cover memo, a 1-page executive summary, a 5 to ten page report, and appendix with data, charts and graphs.
Pedagogical objectives: Variety of teaching methods and assignments; active, constructive learning; thinking/learning as social process; knowledge/skill transfer; apply principles in multiple settings.

Content objectives: determine if government action is appropriate; identify alternative policy solutions; examine government capacity to implement solutions.

The purpose of this assignment was to strengthen the research skills of students in the class while teaching them of alternative solutions to the water privatization debate.  This assignment also helped the students understand how various policy solutions have impacted the communities where they were implemented. This was the first big project in which the teams had to collaborate and make important decisions. Each group seemed to use the same idea to complete this assignment, which was to divide the assignment into parts and assign members to specific components.  Once all research was completed the components were sent to a point person who was responsible for comparing and contrasting the cases with Lexington. 
One group found it extremely difficult to find a time and place to work collaboratively.  This is a common problem in some graduate school programs because many students work full-time and/or do not live in one general location.  The instructor suggested utilizing the discussion board available in Blackboard to facilitate on-line collaboration.  It was the first time that many members of this group had used this technology and we found it so helpful that we continued to utilize it throughout rest of the assignments for the class.  In this way, the group learned of the importance of utilizing new technologies to save time and become more efficient in the analysis of public policy issues.  
Because the students in the class had to complete the rather lengthy case study analysis in a short, realistic time frame, the assignment seemed overwhelming at first.  Despite this, each group was able to complete a thorough document.  The realistic time frame given to complete this assignment also helped students to understand that many times an important piece of policy-making research must be concisely and quickly completed.  Students also learned more about the context in which cities are implementing various policy solutions regarding public and private ownership of water utilities. 
Assignment 5: Group Assignment: Literature Review

Summary of the assignment: The assignment required the groups to prepare a literature review on privatization of public services, and then to review literature specific to the question of privatizing water utilities. This review was designed to give students a better understanding of when and why governments privatize, and the conditions under which privatizing is likely to be successful. 
Pedagogical objectives: relevant to student needs; thinking/learning as social process; knowledge/skill transfer.

Content objectives: determine if government action appropriate, identify alternative policy solutions, examine government capacity to implement policy solutions.



Each group approached this assignment in basically the same way.  The different components of the literature review were divided among group members who felt that they were competent in finishing it accurately as well as in a timely manner.  The groups each also had a point person whose job it was to merge all of the members’ contributions into one document.  

Of all assignments this was the most frustrating for most group members, in part because the point person was uncertain as to how to piece together the all of the findings. Despite this, the groups all worked together fairly well on this assignment.  The structure of each group, as established by the instructor, also helped the students to complete the assignment by including diversity and different experience levels within each group.  Group members who were in-service students already working in the field of public administration had some experience with this type of assignment and were able to help the other less experienced students achieve a higher level of learning.  

One benefit to the process of completing the literature review was that each group member was able to learn what the current trends were regarding privatization in the public sector. This task gave all of us a great deal of insight into the issue and expanded our knowledge and experience with policy research applications.  The assignment also gave students hands on experience with one of the most important components to policy analysis – the literature review.  In addition, the literature review introduced many us to public administration periodicals and scholarly journals we had not used before.  We also learned how to read this literature with a critical eye searching for key details that were unbiased and related to the issue under consideration.  This was truly a defining point in the semester where many students began to realize that the world of policy-making is very complex and that policy analysis is difficult to fit into a semester-long project.  

Assignment 6: Individual and Group Assignment: FLOW Presentation

Summary of the assignment: Former Lexington Mayor Joe Graves and a staff member of FLOW addressed students and faculty during an open forum on the issue of local ownership of Lexington’s water company. Each student was assigned to write at least five questions for the speakers. Each group was then assigned to compile five questions. Students were told that questions should reflect their knowledge of the local situation and of experiences in other locations, as well as their understanding of the literature on local ownership and privatization. Students were expected to participate in the question and answer portion of the presentations.
Pedagogical objectives: active, constructive learning; variety of teaching and learning methods; knowledge/skill transfer; apply principles in multiple settings.

Content Objectives: examine if government action is appropriate; identify alternative policy solutions.
 
Most of the groups composed their list of questions for the FLOW speaker by allowing each member come up with one or two informed questions on the issue from what they had learned up to this point.  Once this was done, the groups chose the five best questions to turn in.  Many students, including some from each group, asked questions during the presentation to gather more information on the subject and to better understand the speakers’ arguments.  

This assignment built upon the student’s ability to interview key informants. During the presentation, the class had the ability to critically analyze what was being said, and students challenged the presenters’ research methods and bias in reporting data. Many students found it fascinating to watch presenters handle difficult questions and to observe the pro-public take-over group FLOW playing on the audience’s emotions with fear tactics by showing misleading data. As a result of this assignment, each student was able to sharpen critical thinking and listening skills as well as to identify flaws in public policy arguments.  A key to the success of the assignment was students’ realization that they were beginning to think like policy analysts, and to evaluate competing policy claims.

Assignment 7 & 8: Oral presentation and Written Report
Summary of the assignments: The final assignments were the oral presentation and written report that summarized students’ work throughout the semester.  Each group was to organize a Power Point presentation as well as a paper that explained the policy problem, outlined the process of policy decision-making, and made recommendations to the mayor of Lexington based on what students learned throughout the semester.

Pedagogical Objectives: active, constructive learning; relevant to student needs, goals; thinking/learning as social process; variety of learning methods; knowledge/skill transfer; apply principles in multiple settings.

Content Objectives: determine if government action is appropriate; identify alternative policy solutions; examine government capacity to implement policy solutions; evaluate government action.  
By this stage in the course, all of the groups had gained a great deal of experience in the ability to divide tasks and work in a cooperative environment. Each person was responsible for correcting any previous assignments that would be used as components of the final report and the highlights that would be used in the Power Point presentation. Additionally, some groups held strategy meetings to determine what recommendations would be made to the Mayor based on research conducted throughout the course. As a result of the semester’s work, each member of the three groups had evaluated arguments for and against public ownership. Once the text was finalized the pieces were sent to a point person who formatted the document into a professional quality report and presentation.  


Even though there was a high level of stress involved with the meshing of the written project from the five individuals in each group, the reports turned out relatively well.  When it came to the oral presentations however, two of the groups appeared to ignore the admonition to act as neutral policy analysts. Instead of merely presenting the evidence for their policy recommendations, they conducted themselves more like policy advocates attempting to preach and persuade.  After hearing comments from peers and the instructor, these students soon understood the need lead policy makers to a decision based on fact rather than emotion, and of the importance of remaining neutral in a professional setting.  

In addition, students learned key lessons about giving an executive oral report to groups of experts in the subject material.  Because the students were speaking to individuals knowledgeable about the subject, each had to make sure that they knew their information thoroughly and were prepared to answer in depth questions regarding the issue.  If the students were not fully prepared, public policy executives would not take them seriously and their recommendations may be disregarded as a result.  The final assignment also taught students that there is always room for improvement when dealing with policy recommendations to elected officials.
Conclusions and Lessons Learned 
Overall, the teaching methods used in this class were unlike any most of the students had experienced in other PA classes.    Each assignment built on the previous task making it easy for the class to understand the process and the steps involved with policy analysis. By the latter portion of the semester, the students were able to determine step-by-step how one analyzes and reports on a policy issue. Assignments five through eight, in particular, allowed students to actually become policy analysts. As a result, the majority of students enrolled in this class have now become comfortable undertaking such tasks in the workplace with confidence.

Additionally, the professor did an excellent job of bringing everyone in this class to a level playing field by diversifying the groups with members of varying experience levels.  Everyone participated, and students with more experience in certain areas took the lead for those portions of the assignment.  The method of assigning grades in this class was also found to be effective.  Dr. Ewalt allowed the members of each group to assign points among themselves based on the level of participation that each felt the others had throughout the semester.  This grading strategy corrected for the problems of free riders and inactive group members.
This course proved to be one of the most challenging courses many students in the class had ever taken, for many reasons. One such reason was that all students were able to further develop their strengths and better understand their weaknesses. The class also challenged students to learn and apply important public policy skills through the completion of each assignment.  Although we were intimidated by a few assignments, the ability to ask the professor questions and receive advice greatly helped each group through the semester.  Each student in the class gained both skills and knowledge that were applied to a real policy problem, and most students ultimately found they were actively engaged in tasks that would be directly relevant on the job. 
The assignments given in the class also effectively integrated the statistical tools acquired in a research methods course all students took the previous semester. and forced each group to use the skills they learned to present an effective policy recommendation.  Although some students complained that the expectations from the professor were too high, the hands on experience with a real life case study was an effective method of teaching public policy analysis.  
The students in this class felt they were able to learn more than they could have by studying cases or completing textbook exercises.  In general, the instructor’s pedagogical goals were achieved, and most students believed the teaching methodology contributed to enhanced learning. Assignments were seen as relevant to workplace requirements, and most students gained the ability to transfer the principles and skills developed through the class to the policy problem.  

Most policy analysis content goals were achieved. However, because the valuation report detailing the resources needed to condemn the water company was not available during the course of the work, students were not able to fully examine Lexington’s capacity to convert the company to public ownership. In addition, since the local government did not make a decision regarding the purchase of the company during the semester, it was not possible to evaluate the government action.
Although the class experienced moments of frustration, confusion and high stress, which are common in today’s workplace, most students in the groups now feel prepared to handle difficult policy analysis problems. According to the student authors, the end result has been the achievement of what they believe should be the goal of every public administration course: students who are prepared to function as the policy analysts and public sector executives of the future.
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