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ABSTRACT


“Our perceptions…rely entirely upon endlessly replicated and infinitely elastic chains of images from art, literature, and the media that constantly inform us, often in contradictory ways, of who we ought to be, and where we belong” (Lubin 2003, xiii).  

Arguably more than any previous generation of students, current traditional-aged undergraduates rely upon “screened” information, i.e., information seen on a television, movie or computer screen,  more than the written or spoken word.  Few can escape our visual culture.  Rather than being bemoaned, this phenomenon can be used to positive advantage in teaching public administration.  This paper discusses the teaching of three theoretical areas in public administration through the use of films and documentaries:  administrative discretion and street level bureaucrats; policy design and analysis;   and, the social construction of deviance.  


INTRODUCTION


My   first  teaching  situation  was  one-on-one  tutoring  for the math requirements of the 

GED exam.  The students were homeless women living in a temporary shelter in one of Essex County, New Jersey’s bleakest urban neighborhoods.  I have since taught graduate students in an MPA program as well as undergraduate students in political science and public administration.  The GED tutoring  remains my most difficult,  frustrating and illuminating teaching assignment to date.  It was a humbling experience which left me with profound respect for the creative demands of teaching.  I learned it was not enough to be  thoroughly knowledgeable about what I was trying to teach.  After a student queried, “Ms. Kirkland, why do I need to know this stuff?”, the “stuff” being geometry,  I understood that connecting the student to the course material must be the course goal, long before I would understand Clinchy’s concept of “connected knowing” (Clinchy 1989).  In my attempts to visualize geometry for the students,  the dry board overflowed with animated diagrams and models, resembling  the fireworks over the Hudson River on the Fourth of July.  In the end, I thought of few useful applications for the course material in the lives of homeless women.  But, somewhere in the process,  not only did the students learn enough geometry, mathematics and algebra to pass their GED exam, but they came to  appreciate that  understanding relationships in the physical and natural world had a value in itself and to them personally.  The central question of teaching is how to connect the student to the material in order that the course content,  theories and  desired skills  become integrated into the student’s personal narrative.  This has important implications for students of political science and public administration who enter public service.


TEACHING GOALS:  EPISTEMOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT



I was fortunate as a doctoral student to participate in a semester-long Teaching Excellence Seminar taught by Lion F. Gardiner at Rutgers University.  In this seminar,  we were taught through numerous practical applications how to build student critical thinking behavior as well as develop  a student’s disposition or willingness to think critically.  Drawing on the theories of Peter Facione (Facione 1990, 1993) and Blythe Clinchy (1989),   I approach the course content of each of my undergraduate courses in political science and public administration with four goals: 

· To assist in student transition from dualism to multiplicity to relativism, from thinking that there is a “right” answer to every question and that “truth” is the domain of “legitimate” authority to thinking that all knowledge is dependent on context, including the knowledge and values of “authority.”

· To increase cognitive competence and capacity for empathy.

· To develop critical thinking skills.

· To practice “connected knowing”, that learning is a social activity; to encourage “deep listening” with the intent to understand accurately what others are saying exactly the way they themselves understand it and to realize others may have achieved an insight we have missed (Clinchy 1989).


TEACHING METHODOLOGY


An early exercise in the Teaching Excellence Seminar was a self-evaluation using the LSI-IIa Learning- Style Inventory:  Self-Scoring Inventory and Interpretation Booklet available from McBer & Company, Training Resources Group in Boston.  My scoring indicated a very unbalanced learning style, with an almost total emphasis on learning and understanding through the abstract,  with a slight  inclination to find practical uses for ideas and theories.  My score was very weak in sensitivity to feelings and learning primarily through a “hands-on” experience.  As teachers-in-training, we were wisely instructed to use the learning-style scores to strengthen our weakest learning styles, and to recognize that all the learning styles were valid and useful, not to mention would be found in our future classrooms. The skill of recognizing and teaching to each of the learning styles is essential to ensure the involvement of every student in the class.   In Lion Gardiner’s Teaching Excellence Seminar at  Rutgers,  I was also introduced to “Bloom Taxonomy” (Bloom 1956), and Kolb learning styles (Kolb 1976, 1981, 1984).  The teaching  methodology for all my undergraduate courses in political science and public administration developed from these theories, with a student-centered approach.  Course content is covered in recall, and in the five remaining phases of the taxonomy, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation,  I use numerous techniques helpful to visualizing or experiencing public administration theories. 


During my first “real” teaching assignment in the Graduate Department of Public Administration at  Rutgers, I was repeatedly asked by friends and peers, “so, how do you like teaching?”  Actually, I hated it, and likened the experience to that of a stand-up comic.  One gets up in front of a roomful of people and “performs.”  In my early formal teaching, I had failed to strengthen the weakest areas of my learning style:  sensitivity to the feelings of others and awareness of the experience of others.  Like the comic, I thought my material was good, but no one was laughing; I was failing to connect the student to the material and I was failing to understand the context of the student. Like the comic, it was my responsibility to engage the audience.   The agony of the classroom hours spent “performing” in front of unresponsive students was impetus enough to conduct a serious and frank self-appraisal.   

The course was The Theory and Practice of Nonprofit Management, which, frankly, bored me.  I had been a practitioner CEO of a charitable organization for over a decade and topics such as budgeting, board recruitment and human resources management were well-known but stale areas of interest for me.  Students for the most part were engaged during class only when I veered somewhat off course and began discussing a recent nonprofit  scandal,   examples of government ineffectiveness or the interference of politics in the awarding of funds….the way life really is in the nonprofit sector.    Course material covering the theory of nonprofit management was old hat to me and generally uninteresting.  This was obvious in my classroom.  I was not engaging the student in material in which I was not engaged.  The theory became more obvious, interesting and worth learning when I discussed actual real-life situations which unfolded bearing little resemblance to theoretical models. I gradually restructured the course to teach theory as the “frame” against which to analyze and evaluate actual real-world examples and experiences.  Focusing on the student and the blank stares informed and improved my teaching.


THREE PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION THEORIES

My teaching home is now Bloomfield College in Bloomfield, New Jersey.  Founded in 1868, we are a four-year college of just over 2,000 students.  Our students are primarily minority and international students, the first in their families to attend college.  During my first class at Bloomfield, I encountered the same numb student reaction to the concept of administrative discretion and street-level bureaucrats.  Remembering my weaknesses in the areas of sensitivity to students and awareness of student contexts, I sought to examine the disconnect between what I was teaching and what the students seemed unable to grasp.  An important finding in this examination was the problem of vocabulary.  I was using words, both in a technical sense and a conversational mode, which the students did not understand.  In this instance, the primary misunderstood word was “discretion.”  The majority of students in the class had either no familiarity with this word or thought it meant to be discreet, quiet and/or conservative in one’s behavior, akin to “modest.”   How could I portray the use of administrative discretion in a way students would understand?  I needed a real life example.  I used a 15-minute clip from the film, The Shawshank Redemption, a 1994 Hollywood film based on a story written by Stephen King.  It stars Tim Robbins as Andy Dufresne, the former vice president of a bank, who is imprisoned for life for murders he claims he did not commit, and Morgan Freeman as Red Redding, also a lifer who has learned to cope with his life sentence.  Other characters in the 15 minute clip are Mr. Norton, the warden, and Mr. Hadley, the captain of the guards.  In this situation, the period is 1947-1949, in Shawshank Prison in Maine.  Andy represents an elite class in the prison, keeps to himself and does not interact with prison staff.  He does befriend Red, who is known to be able to “get things done” outside the rules.  This clip shows the warden requesting volunteers among the prisoners for re-tarring the roof of the license plate factory.  During the incident, Andy exchanges information about tax avoidance with Mr. Hadley and as compensation receives two cold beers for every inmate involved in the re-tarring.  After an incident of violent sexual assault on Andy, the guards on the orders of Mr. Hadley, severely beat and then relocate the main perpetrator.  Red manages to smuggle in a long desired poster of Susan Hayward for Andy’s cell.  After viewing the film clip, students are assigned a written paper where they identify instances where administrative discretion is used, where rules and procedures are broken by the very individuals who are entrusted with upholding the rules of the prison. 

Every year I teach a course, Problems in Public Policy, which is intended for both political science and public administration majors, and has become a popular elective for students outside the major.  Several concepts in this course were difficult for students, both inside and outside the major,  to grasp.  Defining “policy” as actions the government takes as well as lack of action on the part of government posed a difficulty.  Theoretical models of policy design, although clearly explained in the course text, Thomas R. Dye’s Understanding Public Policy,  were difficult  for almost all the students to comprehend.  Sensing the sea of blank expressions in the first few course meetings, and knowing the importance of understanding these concepts as building blocks for the remainder of the course, I again sought a real life contextual example.  The 1940 film, The Grapes of Wrath,  has proven to be an almost perfect visualizing tool for portraying a period in American history when the government developed policy to confront a situation.  It also establishes a context in which students can view multiple perspectives on a situation and see heroic behavior on the part of previous generations of the homeless and disenfranchised population.  After viewing the film,  students are asked to provide written responses to the following three questions:

1. Explain the conditions and problems these farmers were facing.  Discuss the problems/conditions from the farmers’ point of view.

2. What do you think were the underlying causes of these problems?

3. Explain how government policy makers would approach solving the problems you discuss in #1 above, using the following models of policy design: institutional, process, rational, incremental, group theory, elite theory and public choice theory.

It is a personally held belief that the social construction of deviance is arguably the most important 

topic in public administration.  It has been my experience that minority students are aware of this phenomenon and are eager to understand it more fully.  Many white students are  unaware of society’s biases and some are resistant to learning otherwise.  This presented a unique teaching challenge for me as a white professor.  My first attempt at teaching social construction of deviance included drawing on the blackboard the deviance grid from the classic Schneider and Ingram paper (Schneider and Ingram 1993) and discussing its implications in today’s society.  Many minority students grasped the concept readily, but most white students did not.  Covering incidents  in current events which illuminate social constructions often became exciting classroom discussions held among minority students where too frequently white students did not participate and where some felt a reluctance to voice an opinion which might be perceived as “politically incorrect.”   Differences also emerged between minority students born in this country and those born and raised abroad.  During a discussion on welfare reform, a rather heated argument ensued between foreign born black students and American born black students.  Following the discussion, a foreign born black student who was doing her research project on welfare reform,  constructed a lived-experience situation for herself (without knowledge of the professor!).  She impersonated a mother in need of welfare assistance and visited the local welfare office and applied for TANF.  She secretly audio-taped the conversation and documented the waiting time and physical surroundings.  During her class presentation, she played the audio tape and her fellow students were spellbound, especially the doubters of social construction of deviance.  The Hollywood film, Claudine, is forceful in illustrating the plight of women on welfare.

  Another student, a white young man who doubted the existence of police profiling in New Jersey, set up an experiment to test for it (again without knowledge of the professor).  He filled his car with white friends and drove to a nearby all-white, elite suburb.  He then proceeded to drive recklessly through the middle of town.  The police, who were white,  stopped him, looked at his credentials, scolded him, and sent him on his way.  A couple of weeks later, he drove a friend’s car filled with black friends to the same suburb and drove recklessly through the middle of town.  The police again, stopped him.  He and all passengers were ordered out of the car, frisked and questioned at length as to their reason for being in the town.  Just before being issued a ticket, he explained to the police that it was an experiment he was conducting for school.  The police sent them on their way without issuing a ticket.  His retelling of these stories in class had a profound impact on other white students.  For the most part, I have found classroom discussion of social construction concerning race, in a mixed-race classroom, is not effective.  Since racism is an important concern in our society today,  it would be negligent  to avoid the topic.  The documentary, Scottsboro:  An American Tragedy,  can be assigned with the following questions, to be answered in private with representative answers presented by the professor  anonymously in class.

1. Discuss several principles of our democracy which were violated during the initial treatment of the defendants by the government.

2. Discuss how you think the incident would have been handled in 1931 had the defendants been white and the accusers been white.  Why?

3. Discuss how you think the incident would have been handled in 1931 had the defendants been white and the accusers been black.  Why?

4. Discuss how you think the incident would be handled today if the defendants were black and the accusers were white.  Why?

5. Discuss how you think the incident would be handled today if the defendants were white and the accusers were black.  Why?

In order to illustrate examples of social construction of deviance which happen outside our borders 

and concern issues other than race, I assign the documentary, The Long Way Home,  and ask students to answer the following questions:

1. What did you learn about the treatment of Jews after World War II from this documentary?

2. Discuss the ways the United States and Europe were involved in the resettlement of Jews.

3. Discuss the most ideal solution from the Jewish perspective.

4. Discuss the most ideal solution from the Palestinian perspective.

5. Discuss the most ideal solution from the US/European perspective.

6. Discuss what you think would be the best solution.  Why?


CONCLUSION

I have learned it is far easier to connect public administration and political science students to course material  than to illustrate the practical applications of geometry to a homeless person.  Especially at Bloomfield College, the students have taught me how to teach them.  Their zeal for learning strengthens my passion for teaching.  One class assignment in American Politics involved the development of a public opinion survey before the Presidential election of 2004.  Each student interviewed 20 survey participants and tabulated the results on an Excel spreadsheet.  One student felt strongly that answers to the survey questions were not capturing the “flavor” of survey participant responses.  In order to capture the true feelings of many inner-city survey participants, he had a friend videotape his interviews, which took place in a public housing project in Newark.  When discussing his results in class, he also showed the videotape of his asking of the survey questions.  The tape revealed a multifaceted distrust of and alienation from the political process which would not have been captured by standardized survey questions.  People slammed the door in his face, more frequently than not answered  “yes” or  “no” questions embellished with spicy four-letter words, groans, laughter, distain and animated body language.  The goal of the polling exercise was for students to learn about public opinion surveys but more importantly to learn how their friends and neighbors felt about the candidates and issues and how the results compared to national surveys.  This particular student understood that the survey results were not going to adequately convey the discontent of his community, he held a deep desire to have this discontent conveyed, and he found an ingenious methodology to accomplish his goal. Nothing less is required of us who teach public administration: that we understand what we want students to learn, that we hold a deep commitment to student learning, and that we devise effective methodology to ensure that this happens.
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