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Abstract

 I have been using two heuristic devices in combination for over a decade.  One I refer to as the Decimal System and the other as Scientific Methodology.  The devices themselves are not at all unusual but my application of them is.  The first provides an alternative to the usual types of exams, i.e. true-false, multiple-choice, single short-answer, and essay.  Each of my questions typically requires ten short-answers that are in some way related:  by time or place, chronologically or geographically, or logically, structurally, functionally, etc.  But, unless I am very careful, more or less than ten would usually be more appropriate.  Students are thus repeatedly exposed to the arbitrary nature of answers as well as questions.  I think this is especially appropriate for Teaching Public Administration in the Real World.  

Administrators are typically faced with too many intractable problems and too few possible solutions.  As a result, they generally try to reduce the range of inputs as well as extend the range of outputs.  This exercise in contraction and expansion brings me to the second heuristic device, Scientific Methodology.  It provides a number of alternatives with regard to focus, be it microscopic or telescopic, close-up or wide-angle, analytic or holistic.  The toolbox of science includes everything from induction to deduction, from fact to theory.  But, not surprisingly, I offer (you guessed it) ten tools, no more and no less:  Observe, Name, Measure, Compare, Classify, Associate, Sequence, Control, Explain (the past), and Predict (the future).    
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Not all questions are amenable to this twofold treatment involving the Decimal System and Scientific Methodology.  Some require few and simple answers whereas others require many and complex answers.  I typically avoid both types of questions on the grounds that they are better left to individual students on the one hand or different courses on the other.  But there are many questions that fall between these two extremes.  Indeed, I have several hundred canned lectures based on such questions.  Most are timed to last approximately fifty, seventy-five, or a hundred and fifty minutes.  Here is just one example of this pedagogy that is applicable to Teaching Public Administration in the Real World:  “Discuss ten generic types of taxes other than payroll taxes.”  
I typically begin this lecture by discussing five payroll taxes in order to specifically exclude them:  Personal Income Tax, Social Security, Medicare, Unemployment Insurance, and Workman’s Compensation.  I then continue with a discussion of ten non-payroll taxes:  Corporate Income Tax (a double tax), Unearned Income Tax (on interest, dividends, etc.), Capital Gains Tax (on profitable sales), Property Tax (both real and personal), Intangible Personal Property Tax (on stocks, bonds, etc.), Severance Tax (on oil, wood, etc.), Unified Transfer Tax (previously Gift and Estate Taxes), Inheritance Tax (a double tax), Franchise Tax (or Business Privilege Tax), and Sales Tax (including Excise Tax, Fuel Tax, Luxury Tax, Sin Tax, etc.)

I sometimes extend this lecture with a discussion of (yes, ten) more taxes but ones that are known by other names:  Tariffs (or Customs or Duties), Permits, Fees, Tuition, Tolls, Fines, Court Costs, Lotteries, Inflation, and Licenses (including Fishing, Hunting, Driver’s, Marriage, Business, etc.).  Then I generally conclude by discussing five former and/or foreign taxes (which when added to the five payroll taxes equals coincidentally ten):  Stamp Tax (on official documents), Poll Tax (to vote), Value Added Tax (VAT in Europe), Sumptuary Tax (on bearded Russians for instance), and Seigniorage (profit from minting or shaving coins).  Students should be reminded that many taxes can be assessed at different levels of government:  nation, state, county, and city.  Any of the above discussions can be conducted in greater or lesser depth depending upon time constraints and student interest.  The answers serve simply as an outline.  
The Decimal System depends upon one or more aspects of Scientific Methodology first to pose a question and then to answer it.  Consider the example above.  First, I observe there are a number of taxes.  I then name and classify them.   It is, of course, possible to measure the revenue generated from each type of tax.  But taxes have impacts far beyond the pocketbook.  In some cases, this is intentional as with “sin taxes” on alcohol, tobacco, etc.  In most cases, however, this is unintentional.  It is, for instance, possible to explain or predict investor behavior as a result of capital gains tax.  Stocks in mature companies are held longer so stocks in new ventures are bought later.  Indeed, you can imagine all sorts of behavior modification as a tax consequence.  You can also ask many other questions aside from taxes that beg to be answered using one or more aspects of Scientific Methodology.    
It is generally difficult to control other variables beyond the presumed cause and effect.  So, to meet the condition of ceteras paribus, it is essential to compare as many variables as possible.  One can sometimes associate them quantitatively through the process of correlation.  The direction (positive or negative), degree (from 1 to -1), and probability of association (from 0 to 100%) when compared to the predetermine level of significance (or alpha level) can thus be more precisely understood.  One can then eliminate otherwise confounding variables both constant or invariable and random or unpredictable so as to more parsimoniously construct or test a theory.  Ideally, there should be a small variation with respect to a large number of variables (the variables of control) and a large variation with respect to a small number of variables (the variables of interest).  The most common problem involves simply too many variables and too few cases.  

In order to maintain control, it is also essential to compare as many cases as possible.  One can then decide what to do about outliers.  They can be retained as exemplars or deviants, best or worst cases, or they can be eliminated as unrepresentative.  But any reduction in either variables or cases is a matter of good judgment.  It is thus important to state your rationale.  One can group cases as most similar or most different.  One can also divide a large number of similar cases into control and treatment groups.  Such techniques can even be employed in natural or contrived field experiments as opposed to laboratory tests.  Causation is of course much more difficult to determine than association.  But sometimes one can at least sequence events to avoid the tautological conundrum best known in the form of a life-cycle question:  Which came first, the chicken or the egg?  But diachronic or longitudinal studies as opposed to synchronic or contemporary are problematic in terms of accessible and comparable data not to mention time and money.  Since we live in the present, it is almost as difficult to explain the past as it is to predict the future.        
The toolbox of science provides a variety of methodologies, some logical and some empirical, some qualitative and some quantitative.  With regard to the latter, it is at times desirable to vary the scope of measurement.  Simple counting can be done with cardinal numbers:  1, 2, 3, 4, etc.  Rank order can be indicated with ordinal numbers:  1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th.  Time and distance can be measured with interval numbers, arbitrary units of seconds and minutes, inches and feet, etc. (but any attempt to measure speed and location simultaneously invokes the principle of uncertainty since it impossible to know both at once).  A ratio scale can be used to compare two numbers on the same scale as either a fraction or percentage.  A weighted scale can be used to compare two numbers on different scales thus yielding a third indicator of some practical value, i.e. multiplying the number of inventory items by the price.  These five scales are progressively more complicated.  The level of sophistication possible depends both on the devices and the phenomena at hand.  
And, speaking of degrees, it is often advantageous to establish various levels of analysis (say ten).  Take for instance:  world, area, nation, region, state, county, district, city, precinct, and individual.  The first could of course be expanded to universe and the last to subconscious.  But the ten in question serve nicely for most administrative purposes.  Both macro and micro perspectives can lead however to the fallacy of composition, reasoning from the whole to a part or vice versa.  This is usually a judgment call and one that should be discussed rather than overlooked.  Further complications can arise as a result of the inherently offensive nature of generalizing or stereotyping at any level or in any group especially with regard to race, sex, ideology, religion, etc.  Such problems can however be mitigated by maintaining the basic standards of classification or taxonomy:  conceptually comparable, mutually exclusive, and logically exhaustive (categories).  It also helps if you have no axe to grind.
  
This leads us to the “real world” problem of perception.  Some people rely more on one means than another, simply stated in the vernacular as eyes, head, heart, gut, or soul.  In other words, some are more attuned to their senses, i.e. sight, hearing, smell, touch, and taste, whereas others are more attuned to their thoughts, feelings, instincts, or spirit.  So people tend to be more or less objective, rational, emotional, intuitive, or mystical.  This eternal paradox of common humanity has been aptly expressed in a well known poem by John Godfrey Saxe (1816-1887) entitled The Blind Men and the Elephant.  But much less is usually said about the problem of philosophy.  Some people are of course more philosophic than others.  There is thus a quantitative difference.  But, there is also a qualitative difference since different people understand the world in different ways.   
Let me pose this question to you:  Who’s in charge of your life?  There are only five possible answers (and these added to the five perspectives yields of course the magic number).  First, you could say that God or the devil is in charge.  Thus your life is a matter of faith or fear, heaven or hell.  Second, you could say that you are in charge.  Thus your life is a matter of choice or willpower.  Third, you could say that heredity is in charge.  Thus your life is a matter of genetics or ancestry.  Fourth, you could say that environment is in charge.  Thus your life is a matter of conditioning or history.  Fifth, you could say that nobody or nothing is in charge.  Thus your life is a matter of random chance or dumb luck, like a stochastic ping-pong ball. 
The first and second answers represent the ancient yet ongoing debate between the spiritual and humanistic, religious and secular.  Both the third and fourth deal with the past as opposed to the present or future so it is possible to lump them together as fate, determinism, or predestination.  The fifth is of course a residual category or none of the above.  I personally believe in all of the above including the fifth or accidents.  But this is, without a doubt, a very personal matter.  In science, be it natural or social, we all too often tend to ignore such philosophic questions.  But we do so at our own peril making it difficult to know whether our studies are objective or subjective.  It is seldom as easy as it seems to distinguish between sense and nonsense or fact and fiction.
For example, most people in the world still believe that the sun goes around the earth.  After all, it still rises in the east and sets in the west.  This simple theory seems both logical and true.  A few bright and brave souls have however challenged the conventional wisdom:  Aristarchus of Samos, Nicolas Copernicus, etc.  Being first and being right is often hazardous to one’s health.  The heliocentric theory is now at least accepted in academic circles.  It is of course more complicated.  The earth goes around the sun rather than vice versa.  As it does, it spins on its axis.  This rotation makes appearances deceiving.  It is important to note that both theories, old and new, are perfectly logical.   Indeed, all theories should be logical by definition.  But, in this case, only the second one is true.   
In conclusion, the Decimal System provides a mechanism that takes the guesswork and the subjectivity out of exams.  Students are required to remember the answers rather than agree with them in some politically correct way.  There can be a big difference between education and knowledge just as between income and wealth.  The former depends on what you learn versus what you remember just as the latter depends on what you earn versus what you save.  Since people are used to counting on their fingers, ten is the maximum number of things they can easily remember.  The Decimal also makes it easy to grade students precisely and objectively.  True-false and multiple-choice questions are more likely to measure IQ than anything else.  A series of single short-answer questions are more likely to confuse than connect.  And, essay questions are more likely to measure language skills than course content.     
I would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge my indebtedness to all who contributed to my life-long learning including not only my many teachers but also my many students.  In particular, I would like to express my thanks to J. David Singer for his book, Models, Methods, and Progress in World Politics (1990).  More than a decade ago, it provided me with a much deeper understanding of Scientific Methodology.  Since then, I have borrowed much to prepare my courses but I have also lent much to prepare my students.  The tools of science have provided me with a variety of devices with which to adjust the scope of discovery in ways that are both eye opening and thought provoking.  And that, more than anything else, defines my mission as an educator.  I hope that you find a little something here that either catches your eye or provides food for thought.  
