PA393C: Foundations of Public Policy

This course serves as a foundation and overview of major issues and theories in contemporary public policymaking, incorporating perspectives and analytical frameworks from a variety of disciplines.  It aims to provide exposure to, and an appreciation for, the classic texts, concepts, theories and arguments that have informed and shaped public affairs-related scholarship. It identifies questions and debates in the foundational literature that shape the way we think about and refine theory to address public policy questions and problems today. In other words, this is a course on how to think about public policy.
 
You will notice that this course draws primarily on seminal texts that have shaped public policy scholarship and practice at key points in the evolution of the discipline, i.e. the “canons.”. We will discuss how these works have shaped the trajectory of the field: the problems that drive inquiry, which questions are asked (and how), how research questions are framed and justified, and the intended audiences of scholarship. We adopt this approach because, as public policy scholars, we need to start at the beginning to understand how the discipline has evolved – and where it needs to continue to evolve.  Quite often, this evolution has been in reaction to perceived gaps, myopia or biases in the existing literature. Thus, it is necessary to understand these roots and to always keep the historical context in mind: how did the prevailing issues of the day, the extant literature, and the norms and practices of the profession shape inquiry at these times in history?
 
To gain a robust understanding of our discipline’s past and future requires very careful and critical reading. As such, the primary assignments in this course center around reading reflection essays as well as in-class discussions.  You should plan on dedicating at least 10 hours per week outside of class to completing the reading, writing the reflection essays, and preparing for in-class discussion. 

