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Most discussions of family policy begin with discussions of the demographic changes that have transformed the fabric of family life in the United States in the last quarter century. An individual’s perception of the consequences of these changes is one of the central questions that define the policy debate, according to Blankenhorn (1990).
Blankenhorn (1990) describes three thought experiments to help students get in touch with their own views on whether the consequences of these changes have been, on the whole, more positive or negative. These three activities immediately engage students in discovering and better understanding their own views which, in turn, shape their stances on desirable policy responses; this activity works equally well with students aged 20 to 50.
First, students react to a 1950s picture of a family which portrays a mother, father, and three children having a picnic on a beach[footnoteRef:1] (Blankenhorn, 1990; Eisler, 1986). This photograph serves as a window on family values. Responses range from students who see the photo as a stereotypic, sexist, and racist portrayal of family life to those who see a strong, close-knit family that could well serve as a model for families in the 1990s. [1:  Photo can be found online at: http://www.harvardartmuseums.org/art/143214; courtesy of the Fogg Art Museum, Harvard University Art Museums, on deposit from the Carpenter Center for the Visual Arts, 4.2002.4. ] 

Second, students respond to a brief description of the 1988 movie, River’s Edge. A suburban teenage boy strangles a classmate and shows the body to his friends. The friends cover up the killing. The nerd in the story concludes that the incident reflects a moral breakdown in society. The class discusses whether the nerd is more right than wrong or more wrong than right.
Third, the class imagines two infants—one born in the United States in 1950 and one born today—and discuss which infant will have a better quality of life during his/her childhood.
These experiments bring into sharper relief two contrasting world views (and I add yet a third world described in Bogenschneider, 2014) which impact the debate over family policy—one which focuses more extensively on the positive consequences of these demographic changes, particularly for women; another which emphasizes the negative consequences, particularly for children; and a third which emphasize the inadequacy of the changes that have occurred. I have found this framework more useful in thinking about family policy than conceptualizations that polarize views as either conservative or liberal, Republican or Democrat. Furthermore, I find helping students recognize the validity of positions different from their own contributes to a better understanding of the complexity of public issues and a greater likelihood of consensus building.
I use these experiments to encourage students to explore their own views on family policy and the role of government in strengthening and supporting family functioning. On assignments, I do not grade students on their view, but rather how clearly and critically they articulate that view and how well they support their argument with scientific evidence.
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