Comparing Policy
Alternatives

Melvin Dubnick

The term “policy studies” is applicable to such a disparate variety of recent
research efforts that teaching courses in that “area” has become a major chal-
lenge. Any choice of instructional approach necessitates the adoption of a
particular perspective in policy analysis, usually to the exclusion of several
others. Those of us who focus our courses ofl policymaking, for instance, tend to
ignore the vast literature on policy impact, and vice versa, while others among us
who consider policy “substance” primary, generally do so by giving short shrift
to questions of policy cause and consequence. Attempts to develop a course
syllabus which is both sufficient to “cover” these various perspectives while
managing to “fit” all relevant information into a semester (or quarter) session
are often nightmarish experiences which only the most masochistic among us
can possibly enjoy.

If this dilemma seems familiar, then you are probably a political scientist.
As a discipline, we have been plagued for years by what Ted Lowi has termed a
«fission and confusion in theory and research.”? In spite of this (or perhaps
because of it), the teaching of political science has been characterized by an
obsession with being “authoritative” and “comprehensive”—two qualities, Lowi
notes, not conducive to searching inquiry in the classroom.? Thus, many of us
end up by burdening ourselves and our students with dull, never-ending texts
and even duller, seemingly never-ending lectures. This does little more than con-
vince our detractors that we are quite capable of creating boredom out of excite-
ment, irrelevant abstractions from the mornings’s headlines, and inconsequential
busywork out of potentially instructive assignments. Many of the articles in this
symposium and much of the work accomplished through (or promoted by)
professional organizations’ indicate a growing disenchantment with traditional
modes of political science education. They also reflect the substantial efforts
currently underway to guarantee that policy studies education will not fall into
the same mold.

One such effort is the focus of this article: the work of Elinor Ostrom and
her colleagues at Indiana University. Ostrom has developed a teaching strategy
which can prove useful for those bothered by the usual overreliance on texts,
lectures, and some of the more empty “innovations” in instruction techniques.
It concentrates on the analysis and comparison of policy alternatives, but not
to the necessary exclusion of concerns for policymaking or policy impacts.*
Nor is the approach severely limited in application, for it has demonstrated
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Given a particular issue area, the instructor will find it advisable to select
three or four articles representing contending positions for use in student assign-
ments. Without such preselection, the search for appropriate articles becomes
time-consuming and wasteful of efforts which are more appropriately expended
on analyses of the competing positions themselves.

Having provided the essential raw material for student assignments, the
following steps should be followed: !

(1) After carefully reading a pamphlet, brochure, editorial, or article advo.
cating a certain policy position, the student is asked to reread the piece, but this
time to find specific phrases, sentences, or paragraphs used by the author to
justify the proposal being presented. The student should transcribe that justifica.
tion on a separate sheet, making sure to note the statement’s source to facilitate
future reference.

(2) Next, the student converts those transcribed statements into proposi-
tional “if ... then” form. This step presumes, of course, that the student under-
stands the nature and format of propositions which assert relationships among
independent, intervening, and dependent variables. Consider the following
examples derived from a recent article highly critical of the U.S. health-care
delivery system.' In a space of several paragraphs, the following statements
were noted: . :

1. “The faults of American medicine do not lie primarily in inadequate medi-
cal technology but in the fact that health care is a commodity that must be
purchased....”

2. *“... No capitalist society has ever started from the premise that medical
care is a right. In some capitalist countries a strong labor movement has won
the right of medical care. . .. The American ruling class, however, has been
able to impede the development of a labor party. . .. The oft-cited paradox
of the richest country in the world having such backward social welfare
programs is no paradox at all. Such is the logic of capitalism. , ..”

3. “The American medical system remains relatively unmodified by conces-
sions to the working class. ... The overwhelming majority of medical
services are for sale to the highest bidder. Most physicians operate on the
‘fees-for-service’ principle.”

From those three statements a student can deduce the following propositions:

1. Treating health care as a commodity is positively related to problems of the
American health care system.

2. a. The more capitalist the society, the greater the treatment of health care as
a commodity.
b. The stronger the labor movement within a capitalist society, the less
likely health care will be treated as a commodity.
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3. The more capitalist the society (where health care is a commodity), the
more service is provided to the highest bidder, the more likely a “fees-for-
service” system will be in force.

A major attraction of this instructional approach is its demand that students
know and be able to undertake the critical task of uncovering and explicating
hypotheses from statements where such propositions are frequently well hidden.
This is not a talent often stressed in courses and texts on political science meth-
ods, despite its obvious value for generating research topics.

(3) Having thus completed a “propositional inventory” of a particular
policy position statement, the student is next asked to “link” the various propo-
sitions, thereby making explicit the logical form or “theory” underlying an
advocate’s proposal. Often this linking process is a simple matter of finding
variables which “overlap” in two or more statements. At other times linkages
are implicit and must be “reasoned” from a careful reexamination and analysis
of the inventory. In my use of this approach, this task has proven to be the most
challenging and exciting for most students. In a sense, they are asked to bring
together parts of a “puzzle” for which they have found and cut the various
pieces. The thrill of “fitting” the parts together soon becomes part of the pro-
cess. )

The entire procedure is greatly facilitated if the student is able to express
propositional linkages graphically, that is, in “flowchart” form. Using the
health-care propositions explicated above, each can be shown graphically, as in
Figure 15-1 (see page 164). This graphic representation provides a foundation
for the linking which can result in the flowchart shown in Figure 15-2 (see
page 164)."7

In this way the student is able to develop a comprehension of the logical
underpinnings of particular policy alternatives. Again, this is not an activity
stressed in courses on research methods, thus leaving the task demonstrating
flowchart construction to the instructor.'®

-(4) Repeating steps (1) through (3) for other assigned articles, students will
eventually have propostional inventories and flowcharts representing the assump-
tions and premises underlying several alternative policy choices. This material
provides the basis for comparisons which would highlight points of agreement
and disagreement among the competing “theories.” For an example, in the
metropolitan reform literature analyzed by the Ostroms there are several schools
of thought, the most prominent being the “consolidationists,” who favor the
merging of smaller, overlapping governmental units into a larger, single jurisdic-
tion. Basic to the consolidation position are the assumptions (that is, hypoth-
eses) that larger jurisdictions produced more efficient urban service delivery and
that fewer jurisdictions within a given area will do the same. These fundamental
tenets are challenged by other reform positions which adhere to the assumptions
of “community control” and “public choice” perspectives. The opposition on
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Figure 15-1. Examples of Individual Propositions

these and other specific points among those competing policy perspectives is
evidenced in the comparisons students make by carefully analyzing their flow-
charts. In a similar fashion, students also find points of agreement, for example,
government efficiency is positively associated with lower per capita tax burdens
by all three schools of thought. There are several ways for such comparisons to
be expressed, and the instructor might consider assigning an essay topic that will
have each student compare and contrast two specific policy proposals on the
basis of propositions and logic derived to this point.
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Figure 15-2. Completed Flowchart
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(5) At this juncture there are several options open to instructors. While
some may choose to stop, others may wish to extend the assignment by having
students design and carry out formal research projects testing the empirical
warrantability of competing hypotheses susceptible to critical experiments. If
Elinor Ostrom’s experience is any indication, the massive commitments of time
and other resources needed to support such a project are well worth the effort.!?
While few of us have such resources, it is still possible for a class to develop a
research design which might be useful if the opportunity arose. Going through
the steps of breaking down propositions into their component parts, operation-
alizing the resulting variables, determining if the operationalized relationship will
be empirically testable, developing a sampling frame and specific measures for
each variable, considering rival hypotheses and planning methods for examining
their impact or controlling for their effects, and selecting modes of analysis to
be applied®—these are tasks which can be contemplated and discussed in the
classroom as well as carried on in the field.

As both a research method and teaching strategy, the comparison of pblicy
alternatives through propositional inventories and crucial experiments has much
in its favor. Its use in the classroom demands considerable effort from both
student and instructor, but the results are well worth the time and preparation
involved. Besides the immediate payoff in terms of an in-depth familiarity with
alternative policy proposals for a specific issue, the student learns through
experience how to contend with a policy choice situation. In addition to facili-
tating “reasoned choice,” there are other benefits to be derived: students find
the techniques for developing propositional inventories and reconstructing the
logic of an argument extremely valuable in other courses where critical analysis
is called for; their ability to generate interesting research questions also increases,
as does their capacity and willingness to undertake formal research in the social
sciences; most important, however, is the payoff derived from the fact that the
policy studies classroom becomes a place for “searching inquiry,” not just a
location for marking time and accumulating credit hours.
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