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Abstract: Many teachers are used to working with students who are at least somewhat motivated by receiving a grade.  However, there are times when a public administration professor or professional engages an audience that is not composed of traditional students.  In-service training seminars, supplementary courses, and guest colloquia are just three instances when the instructor may not have coercive power over her audience.  For the last several years at the LBJ School of Public Affairs at the University of Texas, entering students have been invited to arrive several weeks before the beginning of the Fall semester to participate in “Camp LBJ,” an array of free courses and events to acclimate students to public policy and public administration.  Camp LBJ serves as an excellent example of teaching to an elective audience.  The goal of this paper is to explore some strategies that the Camp LBJ staff has found effective in reaching students who are not being graded.  Issues include presentation design, content, and audience management, with attention given to which elements are appropriate for graded courses.  

Introduction

Classroom instruction of students taking courses for credit forms the bulk of the professional teaching experience for most professors of public administration and public affairs.  However, there are many potential instances in which the teacher or professor engages an audience that is not subject to grading.  Conference presentations, seminars and training sessions for policy makers and administrators, guest lecturing, and other activities are much like classroom teaching, but uniqu enough to require alternative strategies and points of emphasis.  The purpose of this paper is to discuss how communication in these less formal settings may differ from the standard classroom context.  

The LBJ School of Public Affairs at the University of Texas offers another type of instruction for an elective audience, the Camp LBJ experience.  Camp LBJ serves as an evolutionary case study of teaching outside of the graded classroom, and most of the principles outlined below are culled from this experience.  We begin with a short history and description of Camp LBJ.  Next, we discuss elements of presentation design, content, and audience management.  Finally, we address the appropriateness of applying these principles to for-credit courses.

History and Description of Camp LBJ

Since most of the analysis on teaching for elective audiences in this paper is based on the Camp LBJ experience, this section provides a description of Camp LBJ – one of a growing number of programs used to prepare students for graduate studies in the policy sciences.  In their article “Going Camping: A New Strategy for Preparing Academically Diverse Students,” Barton Wechsler and Dana Baker describe the “camping” approach to preparing graduate students in public affairs and public administration for the core curriculum.  

Camping is based on the idea that the essential knowledge and skills [necessary for matriculation into a public affairs graduate program] can be communicated efficiently and effectively to students lacking prerequisite knowledge in the core areas of math, statistics, economics, and government, political institutions, and policy when taught in an intensive, highly structured format outside the regular curriculum.  Camp teaches this material within the context of public affairs, thereby reducing the fear of learning quantitative skills felt by many incoming students.

Camp LBJ is one of the oldest programs of its kind.  Since its inception as a “Math Camp” in the mid 1990’s, it has evolved into a 5-week program that includes two cornerstone courses and several other professional and social activities.  In its most recent iterations, the two primary courses have been Quantitative Review; which covers mathematical modeling, calculus, probability, and statistics; and Professional Perspectives; which introduces students to various issues, ideas, and actors in the policy field.  Other topics that regularly appear as Camp LBJ offerings include Algebra Review, Introduction to Financial Management, and Introduction to Political Economy.

Camp LBJ has several objectives, including:

· To allow incoming Masters students an opportunity to meet and bond in an informal setting

· To reintegrate persons who have been in the workforce back into an academic environment

· To prepare incoming students to “think like a policy scientist”

· To get students up-to-speed in mathematics, so that quantitative courses can start at a higher level 

· To introduce concepts in other areas of the core curriculum (financial management, political economy, and/or other topics)

· To provide a forum for professional development and social activities for incoming students

· To give PhD students real, meaningful teaching experience, far beyond the level of most teaching assistantships

Camp LBJ instruction is similar to regular classroom teaching, but attendance is totally elective and students are encouraged to only attend sessions that capture their interest.  Attendance varies from session to session, but generally there are 30 to 50 students attending the Quantitative Review and Professional Perspectives classes.  Many of the participants in the Quantitative Review sessions are preparing for prerequisite “Validation Exams” in statistics and calculus, but the exam process is as de-linked as possible from the Camp LBJ experience – Camp LBJ instructors do not write or grade the exams.   Occasionally, returning students, new faculty members, or other community members will attend sessions, but the vast majority of participants in each class are incoming Masters students.  

Strategies for Teaching Elective Audiences
Working at Camp LBJ can be simultaneously frustrating and rewarding.  Some students, liberated by the lack of grades, show a great deal of intellectual curiosity and enthusiasm.  Others, who are used to being motivated by grades, try to find ways to introduce unnecessary competition into the classroom.  Other campers simply drift away from the program, liberally exercising their freedom to pick and choose sessions.  The instruction team is left with the task of teaching an ever-changing group of students with different backgrounds and various reasons for being at camp, ranging from boredom to fear of mathematics.  This fluid environment is an excellent example of a non-traditional teaching context, but the principles set forth can be applied to a variety of settings.  What follows is a discussion of three elements of teaching to elective audiences – presentation design, content, and audience management – and strategies for addressing each of these elements. 

Presentation Design

In designing presentations for elective audiences, the public administration professor or professional faces a new set of challenges.  Elective audiences are more diverse, and the speaker is often less knowledgeable about the group’s set of common experiences and classroom norms.  Flexibly addressing the needs of the audience, presenting material that is challenging to the majority of the group, and making presentations as self-contained are three strategies that may lead to more effective delivery.

The first design principle for teaching elective audiences is flexibility.  In the curriculum-based classroom, students are often subject to strict prerequisites to ensure that the course can be taught at an appropriate level.  In contrast, elective audiences are often a mixed group containing novices and experts alike.  For example, when presenting colloquia talks, there is often an assortment of students and professors in the audience, and the speaker may not know the exact distribution beforehand.  Thus, in constructing the presentation, the presenter should consider building in opportunities to shift the material up or down or to add content that is of particular interest to the audience.  Such an approach entails more work on the part of the presenter than preparing a lecture to a known and relatively homogenous audience, but the extra preparation makes it more likely that the presentation will fit the needs of the group.

The second design principle for teaching elective audiences is ambitious coverage.  The presenter should be flexible enough to ratchet the content up or down for her audience, but once the overall level has been identified, we suggest pitching the material well above the median but not quite at the level of the brightest members of the group.  In the graded classroom, it is almost always unacceptable to leave a large minority of the cohort behind by delivering material above their comprehension level, but in the elective context the main goal may be to stimulate interest in the material.   The presenter can provide suggestions for foundational reading for participants who lack the fundamentals but still have an interest in the topic without devoting too much time to remedial issues.  Ambitious coverage allows the presenter to expose the audience to a great deal of material in a short period of time.  For instance, during the calculus sessions of the Quantitative Review course at Camp LBJ, students often interrupt the instruction to ask about some element of algebra.  The first time this happens, we might address the point quickly and move on, but if more algebra questions arise we table them until a more appropriate time.  It is important for students to learn how to stay engaged and concentrate on the fundamental concepts we are trying to teach, such as the “rate of change” explanation of the derivative, without becoming bogged down in the minutiae of algebra.  Using this approach, we are able to introduce a great deal of differential calculus in only four lectures.  

An operational consideration for designing flexible and ambitious presentations is the team teaching approach.  Team teaching gives instructors more flexibility in dealing with situations when the original teaching plan proves too ambitious.  A team approach allows instructors to split up the audience when the knowledge background appears to be too diverse.  The presence of multiple teachers also gives students the flexibility to ask questions of whoever they feel more comfortable.  At Camp LBJ, the quantitative learning experience begins with Algebra Pre-Camp.  Before their arrival, students receive an algebra diagnostic, which is meant to reawaken dormant math skills.  Each year, some students who have excellent algebra backgrounds come to Algebra Pre-Camp out of curiosity or boredom.  Other students have a severe math-phobia and need to use the time of algebra instruction to learn or re-learn key concepts and build confidence.  We often find that splitting the class into faster- and slower-paced groups allows us to meet the needs of different kinds of students in a more efficient and effective manner.  

The last design principle is to make presentations to elective audiences as self-contained as possible.  In the graded classroom, it is sometimes difficult to keep students engaged in the readings and assignments.  Elective audiences are even less likely to have the time or inclination to do preparatory or follow-up work.  To whatever degree possible, we advocate a  “leave it in the lecture hall” approach.  A major goal is to keep the audience engaged, and the prospects for engagement rise when the participants are not put off by frequent references to what they should have done to prepare for the presentation or what they should do after the presentation to complete the learning process.  For instance, when presenting a paper at a conference, the presenter has to guess whether fellow attendees will have read the source document.  One strategy is to assume that no one has read the paper and rehash its contents.  Another strategy is to assume that everyone has read the paper and to use the presentation to move on to related issues.  However, the most appropriate strategy for the elective audience is often to construct a presentation that does not rely on a full reading of the original paper for coherence, but builds and expands on the underlying document.  In such an instance, all audience members can potentially benefit from the presentation, but those who read the paper ahead of time would experience an enhanced understanding of its contents.  

Content

The content of a presentation is at least as important is its design.  The fields of public affairs and public administration are extremely diverse, as are the types of elective audiences, so it is difficult to be specific in content recommendations.  Nonetheless, we believe that content that is practical, tangible, and fun will be more successful than content that is theoretical and dry.

Presentations with practical and tangible content appeal to the problem-solving outlook of many people attracted to the policy sciences.  Elective audiences can walk out at any time, so to keep them engaged the presenter has to be either very entertaining or relevant to their needs and interests.  In making presentations to policy makers, being practical and tangible means addressing the questions of the day, and not spending too much time on theoretical or academic debates.  In other contexts, providing practical content may require searching for examples that meet audience interest.  In teaching statistics to Camp LBJ students, we find that problems that deal with voting outcomes or the environmental effects of pollution abatement draw more interest than dice rolling or selecting balls from an urn.  Students have much more patience for axioms and theorems once we establish that they are useful for solving interesting problems.

When content is not obviously practical or tangible, it helps to at least make it fun.  In the traditional classroom, grade-motivated students will force themselves to engage dry or boring material so that they can have the opportunity to achieve a satisfactory grade.  In elective contexts, the presenter has to provide an alternative motivation.  For instance, in Camp LBJ accounting segment, some of the students find the discussion of accounting terminology to be less than riveting.  To ease the pain, we divide the classroom into teams and have them compete against each other for valuable and delicious prizes – candy - by matching terms and definitions.  This process takes more time than simply listing the words and their meanings, but when the “Hell’s Satans” are battling it out with the “Recent Homeowners” for a bag of Snickers, the audience pays a lot more attention to the meaning of “debit” and “credit”.

Classroom/Audience Management

Even well-designed presentations with interesting content can go awry when the presenter loses touch with her audience.   Thus, we conclude our discussion of strategies for elective contexts with a few words on audience management.  The two principles we address here are a focus on participation and an understanding that the process of engaging material may be more important than the material itself.   

Whenever possible, we suggest making activities for elective audiences participative.  In the context of guest lectures, this means allowing plenty of time for questions and asking the audience for suggestions on how to improve the research.  In the context of training or supplementary instruction, mixing up corporate and small-group activities gives more individuals a chance to express themselves and become engaged in the material.  Even in large lecture contexts, it is possible to enhance participation through classroom management.  For instance, in the Quantitative Review sessions at Camp LBJ, the students are asked to not take notes.  The purpose of this request is to keep the students from falling into their old pattern of turning off their brains and mindlessly copying the board.  When the students are looking up at the instructor it is much easier to read their body language, which gives the instructor feedback from all of the students, even those who are not speaking aloud.  

Finally, we would like to emphasize that in elective contexts, the learning process and the overall impression of the presentation are often more important than the precise content.  If an observer is not going to be tested on the specifics of a presentation, then he or she is not likely to be able to regenerate a set of bullet-points or key conclusions, but most observers will remember whether the speaker was competent and engaging in her prepared comments and honest and insightful in response to questions and challenges.  At Camp LBJ, there is a well-worn saying: “It’s the process, stupid!”  Inspired by former LBJ commencement speaker James Carville, this motto reinforces the idea that in the quantitative classroom the right answer means nothing unless the student can explain where that answer came from and how policy makers should use the information.  In the professional perspectives class, this catch phrase means that participants are required to disagree respectfully and thoughtfully consider each other’s positions.  

Applying Principles for Teaching Elective Audiences to the Traditional Classroom

Many of the suggestions listed above for elective contexts can prove useful in enhancing the traditional classroom.  However, they may not lead to the most efficient communication of the material.  It is good to bring a flexible approach to the classroom, but within the bounds of standardized curricula there are some key concepts that must be taught so that students will be prepared for the workplace and higher-level classes.  Though we might like to direct lectures to the best and brightest, in the graded classroom we have more direct responsibility to motivate the less-stellar students and not let them get left behind.  Furthermore, class sessions, readings, and homework assignments build on each other such that it is not feasible to make each lecture self-contained.  Finally, most students enjoy content that is practical, tangible, and fun, but there is also a place in the classroom for theory, esoteric discussions, and topics that are boring to some students.  

Thus, most of the principles that arise from our discussion of elective contexts should be modified for use in the graded classroom.  The one idea that we do endorse bringing in wholesale is the notion that in public affairs and public administration instruction the process is always more important than the numerical answer or the slickness of the response.  The role of the policy analyst is to understand and interpret disparate messages.  An economist can make projections, a lawyer can explain jurisprudence, and a political scientist can create new theory, but the policy analyst must be able to effectively comprehend various inputs and communicate the implications to policy makers and the public.  Whenever a “teaching moment” presents itself to address this core competence of public administrators and policy analysts, the instructor should embrace it, regardless of the context.  

Conclusion

Teachers that are successful at engaging interest in the classroom will likely be effective at presenting material outside the graded classroom, but consideration of context is important.  Taking a lecture or activity directly from the for-credit classroom to an elective audience may result in unsatisfactory results.  Sensitivity to elements of presentation design, presentation content, and audience management can enhance the effectiveness of communication to an elective audience.  It is also important to remember that some members of elective audiences will “elect” to tune out these presentations, no matter how well-planned and well-executed.  When this occurs, the responsibility falls on the presenter to stay focused and reach out to those who remain engaged.  
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