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Abstract





	Twenty-first century public administration students bring an assortment of expectations and learning tendencies to their studies.  Part of the challenge of teaching in today’s environment is deciding out how to make good use of students’ intellectual curiosity and uneven preparation.


	The paper argues for two dichotomies.  The first is the dichotomy of the aggregate student mind: the polarization of competent students from an increasingly large body of under-prepared students.  The second dichotomy exists within the minds of many individual students.  It is a gulf between outcome expectations and the work ethic applied to the learning endeavor.  The growth of these two dichotomies make it increasingly difficult for MPA programs, especially in the South, to maintain a properly rigorous curriculum in the discipline’s theoretical literature.


	Two anecdotal accounts are provided in support of the dichotomy thesis, both accounts applying to the pool from which MPA students are drawn (not the students themselves).  The first account observes the recent voter rejection of the Alabama Governor’s sweeping state tax reform effort.  The Governor sought to inject progressivity into the code, thus reducing the burden on low and middle income earners — the same people who opposed the effort.  It appears from this account that a majority of voters did not understand the proposal or their own interests.  


	The second account involves an experiment with undergraduate students on a public policy topic.  Approximately eighty students were assigned the task of evaluating the Donald Trump asset based tax proposal of 1999.  Students were asked to analyze the proposal with regard to its societal effects and administrative plausibility.  The outcome of the experiment illustrates the difficulties many students face in evaluating political policy proposals and the implementation role of the modern bureaucracy.


	This paper argues that the students involved in the experiment are representative of the pool from which students later rise to pursue the MPA and other graduate degrees at Southern universities.  Many of these students enter MPA studies with no more than a semester or two of political science course work.  This often occurs because the MPA is an afterthought that develops when people start looking for a meal ticket toward better employability.  Thus, many students enrolling in the lower half of ranked MPA programs are frequently unprepared to read the MPA literature within an appropriate political science context.  While these students can be exposed to the literature it is much more difficult to get them to assimilate it and develop an apprenticeship mastery of it.  In view of this daunting challenge, the paper sets forth several recommendations to further the cause of quality teaching in MPA programs.














�



Introduction: The Dichotomies





	The so-called politics/administration dichotomy has been a popular topic of discussion and debate in MPA programs.  As early as 1887, Woodrow Wilson wrote that political thinkers had spent two millennia trying to figure out who should make the basic decisions for society.  Wilson argued that to run a country efficiently and to produce effective policy decisions there should be a realm of administrators outside the proper sphere of politics.  Wilson argued that although the elected agent of the people should exercise ultimate control over technical officials, politics should not have direct impact upon core administrative functions.  Hence, the Wilsonian contribution to the politics administration dichotomy (Ricci, 1984, 85-86).


	In this paper I propose that the idea of dichotomy is a useful tool by which to think about the modern college student, and particularly graduate level public administration students in the South.  I argue that there are two senses in which a dichotomy exists in the student mind on today’s college campuses.  In the first sense there is the dichotomy of the aggregate student mind: two sets of students with contrasting perceptions and goals.  In the second sense, an increasingly large number of individual students operate with contradictory beliefs and expectations that can be likened to a dichotomous mind set.  Our challenge as teachers is finding ways to teach effectively in the context of a double dichotomy.


	By way of analogy, aggregate student performance at most public universities — highly ranked schools aside — looks like an unevenly loaded weightlifter’s barbell. Excellent students are represented by the light end of the barbell.  Poor students are represented by the overloaded end.  Connecting the two uneven masses is the bar — the slender distribution of students in the middle.  Where did the bell curve distribution of students go?  It seems that much of the broad middle slumped into the lower end.  Granted, the barbell analogy disappears when we speak of grades.  In grading matters the redeemable portion of the lower mass is reconstituted into the middle region out of academic necessity.  This perspective is not offered merely on the basis of my own observations but with an eye to the anecdotal evidence I’ve received from a large number of other academics.  The dichotomy here is the polarization of student performance (not grades), especially on exams that require substantial comprehension of technical terms and concepts. 


	The second student dichotomy is one that possesses individual minds.  This is the dichotomy of applied effort versus outcome expectations.  The prevailing situation is that students want to minimize the amount of work involved in completing a college degree while maximizing the employability of the credentials they gain.  Public administration professors are faced with the challenge of teaching students with a work ethic that is detached from employment goals.  If it is hard to do administration without politics, it may be just as difficult to prepare students for administrative careers without some elbow grease along the way.


	Truth be told, an increasingly large percentage of MPA students, perhaps the majority in the lower half of ranked MPA programs, approach their studies as though they are tourists on a sightseeing trip.  They snap some photos (so to speak), gain some experience, sample the coffee, learn a few new phrases, and exchange some ideas with fellow travelers.  But they remain novices regarding the territories visited when the trip is done.  Most of them are unable to map the landscape in an MPA comprehensive exam or provide a coherent and systematic explanation of the sights seen.  This occurs too frequently because of an indifference to the history, evolution, relationships, and proportionality of the elements under study.  Students have learned where programs set the bar to facilitate student retention and adequate levels of graduation.  Many students could perform at a higher levels but give just enough effort to clear the bar.  


	There is a difference between barely clearing the bar and gaining an apprentice’s mastery of a subject matter or skill set.  Today’s students know that most employers need young bodies and will hire students with credentials who appear trainable.  The purpose of higher education is thus lowered to providing a few basic “evidences” for employers — evidence that a graduate can stay on course for a few years, read at a tenth grade level or better, follow instructions (on some days), turn in assignments on time, stay in “the boss’s good graces,” and cooperate with a profession’s norms and socialization process.


	The work ethic of many graduate students is this: Do the minimum to garner a “B” in the difficult classes, while making sure to obtain “A” grades in the easy courses.  In this way students can obtain something like a 3.2 to 3.5 GPA, while having a grasp of substantive material in the harder courses that coincides with a soft “C” grade.  Indeed, the bottom of today’s “B” bracket looks like the lower half of the “C” bracket twenty years ago — and some professors tell me this is the optimistic view. 


	Fortunately, there will always be outstanding students and the “honestly trying” students who make teaching worthwhile.  I get a fair number of superb students at my current institution, perhaps owing to the fact that there are students who want to stay close to family and good jobs while they complete their educations.  However, what one sees in the lower half of the student performance spectrum is very disconcerting — and my sources at some near-elite private schools tell me they are seeing things that distress them as well.  This leaves a great challenge for today’s professorate: How does a teacher meet the needs of hungry and able minds who are in school for the right reasons while carrying along the vast majority of students who are enrolled primarily for the meal ticket?  Before exploring this challenge further, it is helpful to reflect upon the nature of the learning that is rightly associated with an MPA education.  What do tomorrow’s new bureaucrats-in-training need to know?  What resources do struggling students bring to their learning endeavors?  Why are so many students struggling?





The Amorphous Student Mind and the Missing Literature





	The conventional MPA student today does not have a background in political science.  Typically, political science students are more interested in pursuing a law degree than an MPA.  Students entering MPA programs have an assortment of undergraduate degrees.  Many of these students have little college exposure to political subject material beyond a survey or introductory course.  What this means is that the MPA curriculum is read out of context.  The rich debates and theories that have informed the design of American government — the considerations that create the context for the politics administration dichotomy — are foreign to the average student.  Consequently, is it any surprise that students frequently view their MPA educational experience as a credential acquisition exercise rather than an intriguing educational opportunity.  Without the knowledge and appreciation of building blocks, there is relatively little that can be constructed.


	There was a time when a liberal arts education meant something in terms of intellectual building blocks.  Classical literature provided students with a view of how people across the pages of history thought about the development of institutions, societal norms, and prospects for change.  Now, the undergraduate curriculum is so fluid, multifaceted, unsynchronized and even faddish that students bring little common understanding of a scholastic nature by which to build thoughtful debate in a classroom setting (Bloom, 1987).  Consequently, when one moves into a subject like Organizational Theory, most students will not read carefully because they cannot connect the portions of the subject matter that strike them as “dated” to other parts of their information universe.�


	Say, for example, that one aims at discussing with MPA students the role of bureaucracy in the modern society.  Into what context can students put an essay like one that Larry Hill did on the topic of taking bureaucracy seriously?  Hill believes that although Americans have both positive and negative perceptions of bureaucracy, these perceptions are framed against “a background of disinterest” (ibid, 1992, 23). But why the disinterest?  Could it be that students know little of the fascinating history of how the administrative state developed?  Do they struggle to put the pieces together?  Students lacking a literature and learning context can only say, ‘Well, I think this,’ or ‘My opinion is....’  Thus, a classroom discussion turns into a potpourri of relatively disconnected ideas that does little to advance a coherent shared understanding.


	What is the nature of a classroom discussion where students work from a wealth of retained learning?  For example, where might Adam Smith fit into a discussion on the administrative state?  Smith argued for propriety, duty, virtue, and utility (Smith 67).  He contrasted merit and demerit and believed that government had important duties to perform that could not be left to private initiative (Miller, et al., 1991).  By contrast, the modern and highly abridged version of Adam Smith portrays a man relatively unconcerned with the morality of markets and consumed with the notion that the vigorous pursuit of individual self-interest under competitive conditions will tend to produce economic growth and efficiency, which in turn foster a prosperity that spreads across a society (Miller, et al., 1991, 476).  This half-picture distorts the real Adam Smith and sets him as an opponent to bureaucracy.  However, when Adam Smith’s views are learned more broadly, his arguments make the work of government more interesting.  Thus, students with a firsthand knowledge of Adam Smith’s thinking can use his arguments as reference points in connecting the modern administrative state to business sectors that bureaucrats regulate.  In a way, Hill’s observation that Americans are disinterested in bureaucracy is a commentary on our lack of a philosophical context for thinking about the work of government.


	What do MPA students know of Algernon Sidney’s arguments regarding how very good governments admit changes in their superstructures while keeping their foundations unmovable (Sidney, 1698).  Do students know anything of Johannes Althusius (1603) in regard to political prudence in a commonwealth’s administration?  Or if we move from the European Continent to the U.S., are there many PA students that have even read piecemeal from a history of the American Revolution written during the era of the revolution?�  If not, how can students fully appreciate the price paid to ground the administrative state in checks and balances?  


	In colonial America there were dozens of pamphlet writers and political preachers setting forth arguments as to the proper nature of government and administration.  Nathan Niles, Jeremiah Atwater, and John Tucker wrote on the origin, nature and consequences of liberty.  Theophilus Parsons, Samuel West and Carter Braxton set forth political principals for people to debate.  These names do not matter as much as the fact that this entire genre of literature is unknown to most students.  In fact, most MPA students that I’ve met have but a passing familiarity with the writings of prominent federalists and anti-federalists.�  So what hope is there of students integrating Francis E. Rourke’s argument (1992) on the exceptionalism of American bureaucracy with the antibureaucratic sentiment that imbued Americans arguing about public administration back in colonial times?  Without a knowledge of the Founding Era, how can students relate to the notions of PA scholars such as Gary Wamsley, Charles Goodsell, John Rohr and others when they argue that students of politics and administration cannot be excused when they overlook the fact that the American political system was “consciously designed first to establish a means of governance then to constrain it” (Wamsley, et al. 1992, 63). 


	In my view it is the knowledge of context and the early interplay between people who were pushing and shoving on behalf of philosophies, values, or interests that makes the administrative state so interesting.  But what do students know of the Founders’ debates on the place of virtue in the public bureaucracy?�  Do many MPA students have the vaguest conceptions of what the Founders thought could be learned from the historic administration of classical states?�  Not really!  Few students arriving at the gates of an MPA program can identify Machiavelli let alone comment on the way he saw administrative states forming, developing, maturing, overreaching, slipping into crisis, undergoing liquidation, and then being rebirthed out of the ashes.  Even if a student is a political science major and knows something of Machiavelli, it is not likely to involve much beyond the idea that Machiavelli’s “prince” was a dissembler.  Hence, there will be no opportunity to compare or contrast the prince’s administrative prudence, expedience, and morality (Zeitlin, 1997, 57) with presidential scholar Terry Moe’s conception of a president having limited ability to direct the executive bureaucracy because of the way Congress insulates a portion of the bureaucracy’s autonomy (Moe, 2003).  And what good will it do to jostle the philosophies of Aristotle, Locke, or Montesquieu against the evolutionary process of institutionalized bureaucracy in Ralph Chandler’s book “A Centennial History of the American Administrative State” (1987) — unless one enjoys blank stares?   


	When MPA programs enroll an excessively large segment of students that cannot put American public administration into a historical context, the range of topics for constructive classroom discussion is reduced.  In many cases MPA courses become excessively dependent upon unrealistic simulation exercises and a simplified casework literature.  Why?  Because instructors must do something to get students talking.


	A good example of this literature trend is a recent book for aspiring city managers entitled “Tales from the Trenches.”  While works of this genre are fun, legitimate and helpful as side exhibits, in some cases they have migrated to the near-center of courses because students can understand them and will evaluate courses favorably when such materials are emphasized.  But how does a classroom discussion of “Dragon Notes” provide “higher education”? 





At the annual executive management retreat, City Manager John Jelson stated that managers were not following up on some of their assignments.  After a long pause, Mike Barnes, public works director [said]...”What is needed is something distinctive that will grab our attention.” ...After discussing the problem for over two hours, Parks and Recreation Director Mary Thompson suggested that a distinctive note be designed that would grab everyone’s attention (Wood and Baker, 2003).





	The story continues: A helpful staff member quickly designed memo pads for the boss with a cartoon picture of a red dragon breathing out fire.  The idea was that when the city manager had something important to say, he would use the dragon notes.  Eventually, the city manager took a management job in another municipality and tried to use the dragon notes there as well, but this time without success.  It seems that some members of his new staff took offense, since they had not been party to the creation of the unusual dragon notes.


	The point of the case story according to the text is that every organization has its own culture.  What works in one place may not work in another.  In sum, it is risky to assume that people will go along with an idea that is foreign to their culture.  


	I agree with this notion and think cultural issues are important for students to understand.  But how is it that we’ve been reduced to teaching graduate students what they should have learned at home or in a school, club, or church?  After all, many of us probably remember doing exercises somewhat like this in junior high.  Do we need to re-teach common sense?  And why is it that we can come away from class feeling good about a robust discussion of dragon notes, whereas if we try to discuss the formal literature we face the onset of student paranoia?  


	If the formal literature, specific skill sets, and scientific aspects of our curriculum are not important enough to emphasize over amusing case studies, why should the master’s credential figure into promotion and hiring decisions public organizations make?   If it is sufficient for students to be exposed to our core literature without actually assimilating it or attaining an apprentice’s mastery of it, why burden taxpayers with the support of our programs?  If degrees were completely detached from issues of career enhancement and earnings, would students come to class?  If students cannot use or apply the formal learning, and if all they need is a level of applied learning equal to the demands of an associate degree program, why is a master’s degree offered for such an education?  Are many universities trapped into a competitive environment in which they function as credential mills?  If so, what is the ethical role of faculty members?


	Weber’s conception of the prototypical bureaucrat was of a person of superior administrative abilities and discerning thought.  Frank Goodnow defined administration as an activity requiring people of special training and competence.  He saw this special level of competence as an important offset for the irrationality that seems prevalent in democratic practice (Ricci, 1984).  By contrast, in today’s world many of our future bureaucrats come to their MPA studies not understanding basic protocols for public meetings.  If we are preparing the “great unwashed” for administrative stations, what should a public administration education entail?�  Are we crossing the threshold of morbidity for assimilated theory and verging on a new era of administration untethered to our foundations?  Is there a difference between the rank and file bureaucratic mind and the public mind?


	Increasingly, modern bureaucrats have college degrees, and this applies to state and local government bureaucrats as well.  England reports that at the city government level, 89% of city managers now have bachelors degrees, and 60% have earned master’s degrees (England, 2003, 199).  It takes no genius to figure out that most of these degrees are coming from institutions that enroll the broad public — a far-flung public that was not perceived as destined for college when modern bureaucracy was developing its theories about public administrators.  So what is the public like today — the public that is becoming tomorrow’s public administrators?





The Public Mind and Tax Reform in Alabama





	One way to answer this question with regard to the South is to observe the warp and weave of Alabama’s biggest political event so far in the twenty-first century.  When former Republican congressman Bob Riley became governor of Alabama in the new century, he decided that Alabama needed some strong medicine to begin curing its ills.  Alabama has a regressive state tax system and one that relies heavily on sales tax while putting relatively little load on property taxes.  Alabama’s property taxes are among the lowest in the nation with an effective annual rate that is under ½ of 1% of the market value of residential properties.  Governor Riley proposed a sweeping overhaul of the state tax system that would make it less regressive and shift the state tax burden more substantially onto the backs of persons with high value real estate.  The proposal was systematic, balanced, and integrated in such a fashion that the tax increases on low value real estate would be more than offset by other state tax savings for people in medium to low income brackets.  The Governor’s office did a remarkably good job of making the case that the change in the tax structure would be to the benefit of the vast majority of Alabamians.  Furthermore, most of the major newspapers took positions strongly supportive of the Governor’s tax plan as did university administrators, various public interest groups and some church organizations.�   There was, however, vigorous opposition from well-organized groups with a vested interest in low property taxes. 


	The Governor’s tax reform plan was soundly defeated even though the plan found strong support among Alabama’s most educated and financially prosperous residents.  In other words, a small minority of well-heeled voters that would have born the burden of the tax shift were strong supporters of the shift at their own potential expense.  Meanwhile, the vast majority of Alabamians who stood to gain substantially from the tax reform plan voted against it.  Should this give educators an uneasy feeling?


	When I inquired of my undergraduate students about the matter (over 80 students), I found that the vast majority of them had no workable understanding of the state tax system and did not comprehend how the Governor’s proposal would benefit the average person in Alabama.  From what many of them said it seems that their parents believed what a few special interests had claimed; namely, that if the tax proposal became law, religious freedom in Alabama might decline.  No reasonable basis for this allegation was established, yet this speculative argument did resonate with some voters.  In retrospect, the objection seems almost analogous to arguing that if you trim your toenails, your hair may fall out.  Perhaps the allegation move people who fear changes that they struggle to understand.  


	This leaves us with a distressing question: How can democracy work adequately if the majority of citizens in a state fail to understand what is in their own best interests?  The related issue is whether the MPA curriculum at some institutions is now substantially constrained by the nature of student enrollments. 


The Student Mind: A Research Experiment build on the Trump proposal





	Distressed by the apparent struggles of my new students to understand the basic politics of public administration in Alabama, I decided in September of 2004 to test two groups of forty to forty five students (over eighty total) on their ability to assimilate and evaluate information of relevant interest to Alabamians.  The students were enrolled in my course “Introduction to American Politics” and had three weeks of instruction under their belts.  Two-thirds of the students were freshman and sophomores and one-third were juniors and seniors.


	I announced that we would take a full class period (one hour) to discuss a proposal made by Donald Trump to redistribute assets in America as a means of eliminating the national debt, shoring up the social security system, and producing a non-debt based economic boom in America.  To assist us in our discussion of the Trump proposal I collected Internet based articles published by the Trump Presidential Exploration Committee, plus articles published at CNN.com and other national news outlets.  The content of these Internet articles was available in print for student examination as well as projected onto a screen from a computer terminal.  The whole matter was basically new to students, with only three or four having heard of the Trump proposal or having any recollection of it.


	Organized information on the Trump proposal was presented to the students in a systematic fashion, supplemented by exposition and answers to student questions.  All of my responses to student queries were neutral to modestly favorable to the Trump proposal.  I said nothing to demean Trump or diminish the legitimacy or feasibility of his proposal.


	Students in both sections were informed that Donald Trump formed an presidential exploratory committee in the hope of ascertaining the feasibility of running for the presidency most likely as an independent (i.e., with the Reform Party).  Known for his marketing initiatives, Trump wasted no time in taking his potential bid to the arena of public opinion.  For a period of several weeks from early November through early December, Trump’s possible presidential bid was highlighted in the news.  Then, it disappeared, almost mysteriously.  


	Importantly, the Trump media splash was about far more than Trump the man.  The primary emphasis was upon his emerging platform.  This platform blended elements of conservative economic theory with social policy liberalism, libertarianism and populism.  The platform crossed historic partisan lines and had the potential of resonating with most voting groups apart from the very rich.


	Trump proposed the equivalent of a one-time asset redistribution initiative that would diminish the wealth inequality that has been building since the mid-1970s.  Students in the course had already been exposed to the fact (in their textbooks) that in the 1973-1974 period, the wealthiest 1% of families held about 21% of the nations total family wealth, based upon U.S. Bureau of the Census findings and research publications (Dye, 2003, 37).  However, by the year 2000, the richest 1% of American families had accumulated over 41% of nation’s wealth — a remarkable change for just two and a half decades.  I pointed out that if this trend were to continue even at a moderated pace, the wealthiest one to two percent of Americans would soon control a majority of all national wealth, putting representative democracy in a potentially precarious position.


	In this context, Donald Trump proposed the following, in his own words: 





A one-time 14.25% net worth tax on individuals with a net worth of greater than $10 million.  This would raise $5.7 trillion in revenue.  I would pay off the national debt entirely.  That would save us $200 billion in annual interest payments.  I would use $100 billion of this savings for tax cuts on the middle class and put the other $100 billion in the social security trust fund every year.  That would make the social security system solvent for the next century.  I would also repeal the 55% Inheritance Tax (Donald J. Trump Committee, 1999, 1). 





	I explained to students that apart from inheritance taxes and property taxes, the American 


tax system is aimed mostly at income, investment gains, and purchases (sales tax).  However, one time asset taxes are not without historical precedence.  In the Bible, the early nation of Israel (i.e., pre-1000 B.C.) used a asset redistribution on fifty year intervals in what was called “The Year of Jubilee.”  The Jubilee Year redistribution was used to keep the rich from getting too terribly far ahead of the middle and lower classes.  This partial redistribution helped recapitalize commonplace families so that they could own land and businesses and recover a competitive place in the system.  I explained that this system was not “communism,” for it did not aim at a quasi-leveling of assets and income, nor did it involve government ownership of assets or centralized planning.  


	The foregoing comments were provided to students because I realized that over half of them had Republican parents and an upbringing in a Bible-belt environment.  My aim was to keep the Trump proposal from sounding foreign, threatening, unAmerican, or unfeasible.  The strategy in my presentation was to anticipate areas of confusion or resistance and unobtrusively mitigate objections.   However, I was careful not to “market” Trump lest I create student resistance to something the professor thinks is good. 


	Recognizing that some the students have parents who believe that great wealth in a few hands is important so that capital stock can be preserved and wealth can “trickle down” to the masses, I noted that Trump’s repeal of the inheritance tax would allow some wealthy families to gradually recoup a portion of the cost of the redistribution over a few decades.  At the same time I noted that the inheritance tax does not bring a great deal of money into the U.S. Treasury because most wealthy persons have means of getting around a good part of it.  In fact, Trump claims that the inheritance tax in recent years is bringing in a meager $20 billion annually.


	Following this discussion, I reviewed with students Trump’s answers to questions set forth on the Exploratory Committee web site.  The site provides answers to a variety of objections, and we discussed some of the most prominent ones (Donald J. Trump Committee, 1999).





	Q.	Isn’t your proposal unfair to the rich and confiscatory?


	Q.	Don’t you think that capital will flee the country due to your tax proposal?


	Q.	Some critics have said that your plan can cause a stock market crash as the wealthy dump stock in order to pay their taxes.


	Q.	How will rich people come up with a 14.25% payment to the government?   





	I explained some of the mechanics of the proposal, noting as Trump does that payments could be spread out over a multi-year period, and other adjustments could be made as well to prevent dislocations.  It was made clear to the classes that the tax would be levied only on individuals worth $10 million.  We played with some numbers, such as the wealth of a person worth $100 million being trimmed to about $86 million.  I asked the class how that would change a lifestyle.  Exchanges like this produced laughter and good natured chatter. There was no indication of tension, stress, or communicative dysfunction that could produce confusion.


	Finally, we reviewed some commentaries on the Trump proposal from sources like CNN.com.  It was noted that with Trump’s alleged five billion dollars of net worth, the proposal would cost him about 700 million dollars — plus the money he had committed to spend campaigning.  This could be viewed as an expensive way to buy the presidency.  It was pointed out, however, that the Republicans or Democrats could pick up the proposal and run their own candidate on a competitive platform.  Trump could not truly buy the presidency with the proposal, even if he could claim to have originated it.


	Having consumed two-thirds of our allotted time, I informed students that we would have a quick survey and brief town hall meeting to discuss students’ feelings about the idea of a one-time asset redistribution.  My first question concerned general support or opposition to the concept.  In both sections the vast majority of students were in opposition to the Trump plan.  I then asked the students for input.  The input received was overwhelmingly from the opponents of the Trump plan.  I expected that there might be some opposition based upon concerns about economic dislocations and such, but there was little of this.  Most of the commentary can be categorized into five themes, placed here in the order of their frequency of mention.





	1.	Trump’s proposal will cause the majority of the people in the U.S. to lose out.


	2.	Trump’s proposal will make the wealthy much richer.


	3.	Trump’s proposal is unfair to wealthy families.


	4.	The idea of an asset redistribution is unAmerican and would not work.


	5.	Trump’s proposal is good and would help America and the poor.





	As I heard this feedback the first time I was stunned.  Simply dumbfounded!  Only a few of the students’ comments made any sense.  With my mind reeling, I still managed to jot notes on student comments as they were voiced.  Although I was ready for more of the same in the second section — and received it — at least I was prepared for what was coming.  So, I asked the second group of forty-some students to tell me in a few words what emotions they felt as they thought about the matter.  The word “fear” was mentioned frequently.  Some students explained that they were afraid any changes in the tax system would become little more than new means of prying away money from working people.  Finally, the student who proved to be the brightest in the class (by the end of the semester) raised his hand and made an intelligent observation.  In effect he said: ‘Professor Barnett, the problem is comprehension.  The class does not understand the matter.’  He was polite, and as he spoke I noticed several other students who had been sitting quietly now nodding their heads affirmatively.


	The outcome of the experiment suggests a limited ability on the part of most of these students to reason correctly about a governmental matter that they found hard to put into a familiar context.  They possessed so little understanding of government or history that a knee-jerk reaction to the word “tax” overpowered their ability to examine the overall issue.  The analytical powers possessed by some of these students are so underdeveloped that conclusions are formed independently of cause and effect relationships.


	This experiment left me with two questions.  Did the students’ difficulty result from their lack of exposure to learning that would allow them to put the Trump proposal in an reasonable interpretive context?  Or did their struggle reflect a situation that science has not yet fully explained; namely, that when it comes to “abstract” information, people of average intelligence have a hard time thinking rationally?  If the first explanation is the reality, then quality education can help democracy.  If the second explanation is closer to the truth, then our nation is at the mercy of elites who may or may not lead the masses to vote responsibly.


	To put this challenge in perspective, I was at a political science conference in the spring of 2004 where a couple of professors from other southern public universities said that the students my university enrolls tend to be stronger than the ones they teach.  Anyone can find midrange SAT and ACT scores at various institutions and make their own comparisons.  The point is that PA teachers have a responsibility to help students become as competent as possible in the field of public administration, and to do this effectively we have to understand the student mind.


	Much of the early literature on the voting public concluded that the public is not rational, not able to hold ideologically coherent belief systems, not adequately informed about politics, and not able to participate in representative democracy without excessive dependence upon voting heuristics such as party identification.�  Over the years, the image of the American voter has been somewhat repaired as researcher methodology has been transformed and party-politics have hardened around ideological themes.�  Regardless, the American voter is the parent of the MPA student, or perhaps the MPA student himself or herself.�  As an increasingly large percentage of students pursue graduate level degrees not because of intellectual interests but because of a desperate desire to get a better job, the MPA student looks even more like the American voter and not like some type of bureaucratic elite.  The real question becomes this: Is the average American college student prepared to comprehend, discuss and work with material that was originally conceptualized as appropriate for America’s fittest minds? 





Competing Explanations for the State of the Student Mind





	There are many theories as to why there seems to be so many credential seekers relative to gifted students with a true hunger for learning.  I suspect that there is truth in many of the theories, and this is why quantitative research is not providing a clear scientific explanation for the phenomenon of today’s majority student mind.  There are just too many contributing considerations.  Still, a few considerations seem especially relevant to the subject of the dichotomous student mind.





Changed Enrollment Patterns





	College enrollments have changed.  America is no longer focusing most of its higher education efforts upon the most intellectually gifted and motivated upper twenty percent of the population.  Our nation seems to believe that the vast majority of our high school students should go on to college.  An attempt at college is now the norm for both sexes.  As one professor told me: ‘Even if we cannot impart a bon fide college education to many of these students, it is important to retain the plodders for several years so that they can acquire the equivalent of a high school education.  Plus, we can help young adults along the path of socialization they missed as adolescents.’


	Although this line of reasoning might have seemed preposterous a couple decades ago, it is the reality now at many universities.  Accounting and economic professors in the Mountain West have told me that they have markedly eased the knowledge requirements for their courses.  I’ve heard similar things from professors on the coasts.  Here in the South I’ve been told by math teachers that a substantial number of entering freshmen do not understand that the fraction 5/8 has a value between zero and one.  Other professors tell me that they see many entering freshmen that do not understand the difference between dividing eight by four or four by eight.


	One accounting professor with over twenty years of public institution experience told me that in upper division classes she simplifies her exam questions to the point that it makes her feel ashamed.  She adds, however, that she has little choice, as proper standards would decimate the enrollment in the accounting speciality.  I’ve heard the same type of things from professors teaching biology, chemistry and physics.  


	One of my upper division students recently expressed concern about something in a reading suggesting that individuals are born with varying capacities.  He protested by referring the U.S. Declaration of Independence, arguing that the document shows that “all people are created equal.”  As an isolated case this is humorous.  However, it is representative of the emerging student mind.  Furthermore, it says something about the level at which lectures nowadays are often pitched: A good number of students in our public institutions are not prepared to discern between an aspirational statement (as in the Declaration) and scientific data.  Furthermore, among many students there is no passion to discern reality from preference, and no seeming discomfort at the thought that a lack of discernment, when magnified in the aggregate, leaves a democratic republic in a highly vulnerable position. 


	Perhaps the top twenty percent of America’s current college enrollment represent the equivalent of the historical cross-section of college students.  If so, the intellectual abilities and energies of the student mind may have remained fairly constant.  This view can be used to advance the argument that there is no crisis in higher education that is the fault of higher education, contrary to the claims of some.�  Higher education is simply adapting to the environment — an environment that for a wide variety of reasons produces high school graduates the majority of whom need a remedial, inclusive, or softened college experience.  


	It can be further argued that the top ten percent of college students remain very good, and these students are the ones who will be the engine for America’s bright future.  This argument imagines that for every brainy innovator, the economy needs a goodly number of worker bees.  Thus, while many manufacturing jobs that provided employment for America’s former blue collar workers have gone overseas, the new “blue collar worker” is recast for service sector employment through college socialization processes.  While the acquisition of job seniority led to pay increases for unionized blue collar workers in times past, now the blue-to-white converted workers need to acquire college degrees if they want higher pay in non-unionized service positions.  This phenomenon is an outgrowth of pressures in the work place to provide nondiscriminatory merit-based means for making hiring and promotion decisions in large organizations.


	The beauty of this explanation is that it can make higher education look good, adaptive, sensibly pragmatic, and benevolently utilitarian — and maybe it is.  Or maybe these are not the right terms in which to couch the debate.�  Regardless, the explanation is useful to some educators in justifying the current fashion of exposing students to college level material without requiring a mastery of it.  Why expect students to wrestle with deep questions if students cannot appreciate the bearing or worth of the questions?  


	The prevailing view seems to be that college professors must continue to pose difficult propositions to expose the student minds to the idea that deep questions exist — questions that the nation’s intelligentsia must address.  It helps students feel secure to think that they can participate fully while relying on others to do the work they do not understand.  Likewise, underperforming students feel “included” when assured by a curriculum that emphasizes the “all are created equal” thesis, so that no sense of prevailing condescension pollutes the atmosphere.  


	How is this pulled off successfully in the classroom?  The widely known ‘secret’ is to create exams that do not test students on an actual comprehension of important matters but test instead on students’ familiarity with the questions.  In other words, don’t ask MPA students to analyze Woodrow Wilson’s theory of proper government in the context of the times and in relationship to other theories or practices.  Simply ask them to give the name (provided earlier in class) of the president who said “it is getting harder to run a constitution than to frame one.”  If this must be a discussion question rather than multiple choice, allow students to give their opinion on why it might be harder to run a constitution than to frame one.  Good students will give a quality answer that is disciplined by the formal literature.  Weak students will pull their vague notions out of the air.  But since the question asks for “opinions” the weak students can be given an adequate grade along with the ones who know something.  The problem is that the gulf between the solid A answer and the low B answer is the gulf between knowledge and ignorance.





The Disenchanted Learner





	A competing explanation as to why there seems to be so many credential seekers relative to gifted students with a true hunger for learning is that students exposed to lackluster teaching, hodgepodge concepts, or ultra-relativism become disenchanted with the idea of learning.  By the time they reach college, these students may have concluded that there is little enduring knowledge in the social sciences and nearly all supposed truth is up for grabs.  Consequential data and information is no longer held primarily within the jurisdiction of the educational field: Television and the internet make fact-learning available at the fingertips, thus reducing the comparative value of what higher education can offer.  Hence, if the social sciences — public administration included — are so conflicted with value-laden agendas and contradictory findings that even the experts cannot agree on much, why should students invest their energies in the pursuit of insights with relatively little payoff?  Students learn to do what we teach them that public administrators do: Make do.  Get by.  Compromise.





Other Explanations





	It is apparent that many universities have lost the ability to provide a unified and philosophically coherent educational experience, thus creating the impression for students that education is about the acquisition of career-enhancement credentials, not the acquisition of a meaningful philosophy (Dye, 2003, 147).  Then, too, it can be argued that many modern college campuses have become so politicized by concepts like “diversity” and “inclusivism” that ideology has trumped objectivity and knowledge.  In places where the college experience is more about diversity and inclusivism than intellectual prowess, merit-based performance, and good character, it is not unreasonable that students interpret this as a defacto devaluation of the curriculum.  Why should students seek to acquire knowledge and master skills that administrators’ actions imply are comparatively unimportant?


	There are other challenges as well.  Widespread cheating and plagiarism discourage some students.  Indications of favoritism for students in special categories trouble other learners.  The technical nature of much of today’s journal literature stymies many students.  The emphasis upon relative power in some curriculums as the explanation for nearly everything in politics disenchants some.  Even the mere proliferation of books and articles overwhelms timid souls that have not learned how to differentiate between critically important texts and fluff.  Thus, at the end of the day it is all too easy for students to rationalize the idea of doing the minimum necessary to secure academic credentials rather than cultivating an abiding education.  This is especially true for MPA students that are working full time, shouldering family responsibilities, living the modern distracted American life, and trying to knock out a nine hour per semester graduate course load.


	With regard to the classroom situation: How can professors put students on notice by asking individual members of the class pointed questions about the readings when to do so will demonstrate that at least two-thirds of the class has done little more than skim the readings?  When most of the class protests that it doesn’t have time to do the work, or cannot understand the readings even if they try, can a professor fail the whole lot?  What purpose would this serve other than to create a small riot in the Dean’s office?  Besides, isn’t the provision of SOME education better than no education?  Isn’t it better to let the tuition payers and taxpayers’ children graduate then to send them home empty-handed?  


	My guess is that when most professors consider these questions they conclude that once a PA department or school sets entrance standards, the individual professor should be willing to pass most of those who are accepted into the program as long as they provide a good faith work effort comparable to what other students are putting forth.  If the school wants higher intellectual performance it should set more selective standards and accept the enrollment consequences (or benefits).  If a MPA program expects a work ethic from students that is above the soft social standard to which many people are accustomed, this information should be provided to students before they’ve forfeited other opportunities. 





Lessons and Applications for PA Teachers





	In essence I have argued that we have a two tier system with MPA programs in the United States.  Upper tier schools attract many highly talented students who can do almost anything asked of them IF instructors can find ways of motivating them.  The rest of the MPA universe, especially in the South, attracts many students who cannot or will not do the work if the work asked of them has a significant degree of difficulty or requires much time.  Unfortunately, once ungifted or unmotivated students form the majority enrollment in a program it becomes difficult to do right by the minority of intellectually gifted students who are trying to get their educations in a challenged environment. 


	I have a few suggestions for the majority of us who teach in environments where a substantial number of the enrolled students are not prepared or willing to demonstrate an apprentice’s mastery of the appropriate subject matter, as traditionally conceived.  


	First, do not let the winds of student lethargy blow away departmental standards just because the department makes a commitment to serve a local constituency.  Sit down with the department chair, other department members, and key administrative personnel to work out an understanding regarding generous yet meaningful student and teacher performance conventions.  If one professor is giving it all away while another is enforcing traditional learning expectations, a dysfunctional environment will result.  There is a need to balance the academic freedom of individual professors with the overarching consideration that it is schools that give the credentials, not individual teachers.  No teacher is an island.  Students appreciate land bridges between teacher expectations.


	Second, do not be afraid of making room for academically sound and non-sectarian morally-connected discussions in the classroom.  Something goes amiss with public administration as an educational field when morality as an element in the larger picture is blotted out.  Not only is a skewed picture the result but a context devoid of moral connotations is less interesting to most students with a bit of maturity under their belts.  


	Nowadays it is popular to lump all questions having moral content into the catchall of ethics.  A good dictionary, such as the Lexicon Webster’s dictionary, makes it clear that while the two terms have content that overlaps, there are distinctions.  Most notably, ethics pertains to a system or philosophy of conduct practiced by persons or groups.  Hence, a professional association can by a democratic or other means arrive at a system of conduct that is required of members as a minimum standard of behavior.  In contrast, the idea of morals is concerned with the principles of right and wrong in conduct and character.  Although right and wrong can be an individualistic matter of conscience, the idea is associated with the notion of truth that is bigger than the individual situation and cannot be understood without an appreciation of unfolding history and the consequences of human actions (Ricci, 1984).  


	Students of public administration need more than exposure to professionalized ethical creeds.  Today’s students, many of which remain at least religiously curious, deserve to feel free to think about the morality of public administration in the context of a college education.  My experience is that the diplomatic, sensitive, and non-sectarian injection of morality into discussions dramatically elevates student involvement and enhances the student work ethic.  On numerous occasions students have thanked me orally and in writing for showing the courage and intellectual alertness to do this.  Many issues are pregnant with moral implications, and to ignore these matters produces the equivalent of a biased result.�


	Third, be willing to do a little cheerleading.  Today’s students tend to believe in themselves for superficial reasons: Clothing, hairstyles, automobiles, knowledge of pop issues, inflated GPA, the success of the college football team, and such things.  Students need to be motivated to find academically meritorious reasons to believe in themselves.  Student progress should be closely assessed, benchmarks provided, comparisons made between earlier work and more recent work, and praise given for progress.  Today’s students need help in understanding why the wrong way is wrong, and what makes alternative ways closer to right.  This is clearly more work for the professor, and it means less research will be done.  But this approach will produce students with stronger skill sets and more ability to retain their learning.  In situations where teachers are providing students with this type of help, departments need to make adjustments so that teachers are not badly overworked.


	For example, in upper division and graduate level courses I often give exams in which at least half of the exam is composed of discussion questions.  In advance of administering the exam I develop “benchmark” answers — samples of what I think a competent answer to a particular question might look like.  Since I gave students notice in the course syllabus that I may share with the class (on an anonymous basis) any exam answer I receive, I take some of the exam answers, re-type them and provide them along with my benchmark answers.  Then, I work with the class on examining the differences between answers that work nicely and those that do not.  When I start this process early in the semester, I see more student progress by the end of the semester than if I do not utilize this learning tool.


	Fourth, students lacking a love of learning will take shortcuts at every opportunity.  Some of these shortcuts undercut the worth of the educational experience.  I find that students today have fairly constrained vocabularies because they’ve never formed the habit of trying to learn the meaning and significance of words they don’t understand.  Many students have learned to read by the sight and sound method.  They can recognize significant words in a textbook and say the words, but they don’t have a clue as to what the words mean.  


	To prove this point, I’ve selected a half dozen students to read a passage from an important text.  The students I select come from the top half of the class but are not the very best students.  I’ve learned that students in the bottom half of the class stumble over everyday words and cannot even guess at the more difficult words.  (Restated, half of a graduate level class may be populated by students reading at the tenth grade level or less.)  Anyway, the passages I select will have a number of somewhat uncommon but accessible non-technical words.  These words are important to any adequate understanding of the argument.  The students who read the assigned segments, often (but not always) will be able to pronounce these words, although perhaps in a halting manner.  As soon as the passage is completed, I ask students to begin defining the words or giving a sense of their general meaning.  One quickly finds that if students have any comprehension at all of what a consequential term means, it is vague and unpowerful.  They cannot discuss the noteworthy words with synonyms or antonyms, or associate the words with appropriate contexts or applications.  Furthermore, students’ impressions of what important words mean are often far afield from the actual meanings. 


	Recognizing the seriousness of this problem, I inform students at the start of the semester that I may test their comprehension of reading vocabulary from time to time.  I may even tell them that I will check reading comprehension on a particular date for a small assigned reading.  Remember, these are not the “key terms” highlighted at the end of the chapter, but are all types of words — verbs and adjectives as well as nouns — scattered throughout the assigned material.  When quiz time comes and students are asked to give a meaning to twenty terms, a majority of students in the class will likely miss a majority of terms.  They will miss the majority of terms even if one gives the correct definitions to choose from on the other side of the page.  


	The only way to change this habitual pattern of reading without understanding is to begin inspiring students as to the beauty and wonder of learning.  Most students will not be coerced into this discipline.  They would rather see their grade suffer than do something they don’t want to do — like learn words they don’t plan on using.  But if one can take ten minutes from each three hours of class time to help students understand the excitement and benefits of learning, some can be brought around.  There is a reward as well for the instructor.  At the end of the semester the students who have been inspired to learn will oftentimes provide treasured statements on their evaluations of the course.  They will tell you that you have turned around their educational experience and given them a whole fresh vision of what it means to earn a college degree.


	There are many types of shortcuts that students use.  Shortcuts in preparing for exams.  Shortcuts in researching for a paper and in writing it as well.  Shortcuts in the things they do (or mostly don’t do) to retain learning.  To the degree a good public administration teacher can help students address these shortcuts, to that degree the educational experience can be improved beyond merely going through the motions.


	Finally, help students put together the pieces.  Help them synthesize their learning.  I never cease to be amazed at how the majority of today’s political science majors and graduate students pursuing the MPA fail to connect the dots.  In many instances it is as though the learning in the individual courses is discrete, boxed off or segregated from the other courses.  The overarching rubrics of analysis, the connective tissue of reasoning, the proportionality of comparable issues, the construction of a multifaceted world view — these are foreign notions to many students. 


	The sad truth is that many students get spoon fed through college.  They succeed because they are told in advance exactly what will be on the exams.  Somehow, this sad cycle must be broken — the cycle of recording information in short-term memory only to replay it once or twice and then “dump it.”  The only way I know to begin breaking this problem pattern is to begin forcing students in classroom discussion to make comparisons and connections between things in which they see no immediate association.�  It is an analytical skill that the mentally ungifted will never acquire fully.  Still, students of average ability can through practice achieve a bit more comfort thinking abstractly and out of the box.  Don’t expect miracles but the ability to generate independent thought that capitalizes upon available resources is to some degree a teachable skill.





Conclusion





	It has been argued that many of today’s MPA students are not attaining a suitable level of competency in their MPA studies.  Some of this may be attributable to the fact that many MPA programs are enrolling students who are much more interested in getting a credential than acquiring an education.  It may also reflect among some students a growing detachment from the reality that high learning achievements are build upon hard work.  An equally vexing problem is the fact that a seeming majority of MPA students read the MPA literature out of context from its political science moorings.  Thus, the connective tissue of reasoning is truncated, and a philosophy-based foundation for hewing out administrative principles is made less feasible.  In sum, it is a challenging time to teach the MPA curriculum, and a time that calls for a renewal of strategies that are foundational in any legitimate learning enterprise.


	At the end of the semester we are prone to ask ourselves whether our efforts have made much of a difference for our students.  No single professor can infuse in students a mastery of any subject matter, for it takes the strain of conflicting opinions, styles, and goals to produce a rich tapestry of perceptions in the human mind.  But independent of the efforts of peers, each of us can work to narrow the gaps in the dichotomies of the modern student mind.  We can help students gain new ground, prize that ground, and cultivate an altruistic vision of working from that ground for the public good. Our cause is noble and our students deserve the best we can reasonably give.


* * *
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� Arguably, one reason many students have gleaned so little by the time they arrive at their graduate studies is because they have not been exercised adequately in their writing skills.  They do not understand how to record their learning for valuable purposes.  Will Fitzhugh, editor and publisher of The Concord Review, makes this argument.  The journal provides high school students the opportunity to write, refine, and publish a scholarly piece.  Fitzhugh provides students with expert feedback on the papers they submit, helping them develop their skills and gain confidence in their abilities.  It is a worthy undertaking.   More of these ventures are needed.  Fitzhugh can be contacted at The Concord Review, 730 Boston Post Road, Suite 24, Sudbury, MA 01776. 


� One thinks of David Ramsey’s 1789 masterpiece “The History of the American Revolution.”


� See Hyneman and Lutz (1983) for an introduction to the colonial political pamphlet literature.


� Vetterli and Bryner, 1996, provide a fascinating exploration of how the Constitution’s framers thought about the place of virtue in a Republican government.


� Richard finds Commager credible when he claimed that “the founding fathers knew the ancient world better perhaps than they knew the European or even the British world.”   Richard says, “The founders knew well the fountainhead where the Whigs drew their water, having spent most of their childhood filling their own buckets there” (1994, 1-2).


� We have over 87,000 governmental units in the United States, of which over 3,000 are counties, and 36,000 cities and towns.  There are 3.3 governments in the United States for every 10,000 persons (Rich, 2003).  With so many governments there are a massive number of responsible administrative jobs to fill, thus increasing the difficulty of drawing America’s rank and file administrators from the narrow segment of society that individuals such as President John Adams saw as fit for administrative station based upon personal heritage and learning associated with class.


� For publicly reported background information on Governor Riley’s tax reform proposal, see the WTVY-TV web site at http://www.wtvynews4.com/unclassified/342281.html.  


� Frequent starting points in this discussion include Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee’s 1954 classic “Voting: A Study of Opinion Formation....” or “The American Voter,” by Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes (1960).


� Some literature that may slightly rehabilitate the rationality of the mass participant in American politics could include William Jacoby’s AJPS article “The Structure of Ideological Thinking in the American Electorate” (1995) or a 1996 AJPS article by Brians and Watternberg entitled “Campaign Issue Knowledge and Salience: Comparing Reception from TV Commercials, TV News, and Newspapers.”


� For a helpful discussion of the research that has gone on in the area of voter rationality and voter ignorance, I recommend Larry Bartels 1996 AJPS article “Uninformed Votes: Information Effects in Presidential Elections. 


� Critics of today’s higher education could include Charles Sykes (“Profscam”) and George Roche (“The Fall of the Ivory Tower.”) The cottage industry of criticism about the faults of higher education has blossomed during the last fifteen years.  Now there is a quarterly journal by the name of “Academic Questions” devoted entirely to exposing the follies of higher education and proposing remedies.


� It could be argued that what is really needed is to create a vast array of associate of science degrees for the casual learner of modest intellectual means, such as an associate degree in public administration.  Then, return the master’s degree curriculum to its appropriate basis.  The challenge here is that people will seek out the degrees that are linked to career advancement and increased earnings.  If organizations judge individuals on the status or stature of the degree (AS, BA, MA/MPA, Ph.D.) instead of the actual work performed, then demand will continue for institutions of higher education to market degrees as a mutually beneficial business proposition. 


� For example, consider Philip Selznick’s commentary on structural-functional analysis.  At first blush it is highly mechanical “Structural-functional analysis relates contemporary and variable behavior to a presumptively stable system of needs and mechanisms.  This means that a given empirical system is deemed to have basic needs, essentially related to self-maintenance” (Selznick, 1948).  One can see students eyes start to glaze over at this point.  But there are moral implications in Selznick’s argument as he continues to lay it out and these considerations can help students make connections: “An inspection of these needs suggests that organizational survival is intimately connected with the struggle for relative prestige....” [emphasis mine].


� Herbert Simon’s PAR article “The Proverbs of Administration” (1946) is a good example of the type of PA literature that can be readily connected to the literature of classical political theory.  This activity of connecting dots that at first appear unrelated is, in my opinion, highly beneficial to the development of critical thinking. 








