[bookmark: _GoBack]Activity 5
Identifying the Trade-Offs 
Policymakers Face
by Karen Bogenschneider
University of Wisconsin-Madison

I have developed an activity that helps students grasp the reality of how policy issues are resolved with debate and compromise among diverse interests with divergent views. One of the Wisconsin Family Impact Seminar briefing reports lists 29 different public and private policy options for addressing the issue of single-parent families, including assured child support, church or synagogue-sponsored marriage education, Earned Income Tax Credit, family-friendly workplace practices, family support centers, high school dropout prevention, and public education campaigns about the importance of strong, stable marriages. (This report can be found in the “State Seminars” section of the Family Impact Institute Website at www.familyimpactseminars.org; it is the second briefing report produced by Wisconsin.)

I ask students to read through these options and come to class with the five they think would be the best for supporting single-parent families. Here is how I state the question.
You were recently elected as a state legislator in the State of Oz. The number of single parent families has risen dramatically and recent studies show that children in these families tend to be poorer and aren’t doing as well as children in two-parent families on a number of different outcomes. There is considerable interest in the legislature in passing some legislation to support and strengthen single-parent families. Your staff found a briefing report from the Family Impact Seminars in Wisconsin which lists 29 public and private policy options. Which five policies would be your top priority? The Governor of Oz has asked every legislator to come to the opening day of the session prepared to discuss and defend his/her choices. 
Then I divide the class into groups of three to five students, and ask each group to come up with their three top policy choices. Then we record the top choices of each small group on the board assigning it three points if it is their 1st choice, 2 points if it is their 2nd choice, and 1 point if it is their 3rd choice. Then each group lobbies for its preferences. Finally, we vote once again to come up with a single way to address the public issue of single-parent families. Sometimes a second or third vote is required to reach consensus.
This activity generates such a spirited debate that students feel elated if their option is chosen and deflated if it is not. Students report that this activity reveals the difficult task that policymakers face in choosing among competing, often highly desirable, policy options.

