Root and Proximate Causes

1. When analyzing public policy, policy analysts often address policy problems by focusing on either the root causes or the proximate causes of a problem. While focusing on the root causes of a policy problem might require more time and effort, it is sometimes believed that addressing root causes will yield a stronger and longer-lasting solution. On the other hand, addressing proximate causes, or immediate causes, requires far less time and effort and can quickly ameliorate a pressing problem, but using this approach can also yield only short-term solutions that act only as superficial treatments of the “symptoms.”
 To examine these different approaches, visit OpenCongress, a website that displays all of the bills currently in Congress as well as a lot of information about them.
· Go to the website https://www.govtrack.us/#opencongress. To look for bills that might interest you, search for them by issue. You can do this by clicking on the issue tab at the top of the page. Once you find a bill of interest, click on it and be sure to note key information, paying special attention to the summary of the bill. You may also want to read the bill in its entirety.
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Answer the following questions in regards to your chosen bill:
 
· What are the actual problems the bill is trying to address?
· Are the problems root or proximate? Both? Explain.
· Given the bill and the problems it is trying to address, what do you think is the best approach for these particular issues? Should the government focus on proximate or root causes? If you were a policy analyst, on which approach would you focus?

Deciphering Think Tank Information

1. The focus of their studies and the individual missions of different types of think tanks may affect the kinds of conclusions they draw. In this exercise, you will compare the perspectives of the Cato Institute (www.cato.org) and Walton Family Foundation (www.waltonfamilyfoundation.org) on education reform. Visit the section of each website on education reform.
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Answer the following:
· What would you say are the ideological leanings of these organizations? Can you tell? What is each organization’s perspective on education reform?
· Is the information they present unbiased or biased? How can you tell?
· Can you determine the source of funding for these organizations from their web sites? If not, why?
· Summarize the differences between these two organizations.

2. Policy research institutes, or think tanks, differ in many ways. Some are large and cover many policy issues, while others are small and highly specialized. Some aim for professional analysis of the issues, and others promote a policy or ideological agenda. Here, we highlight two prominent Washington think tanks that are well regarded for their analyses of policy issues. They also reflect different political philosophies: the Brookings Institution is usually characterized as slightly left of center and the American Enterprise Institute as right of center.
· Visit the website of each of the following think tanks and get a sense of the positions taken by each.
· www.brookings.edu
· www.aei.org
· Pull up the same topic on each site. Consider topics like student loans/financing higher education, K–12 education reform, health care reform, climate-change legislation, or foreign policy.
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Answer the following:
· Do the organizations present similar information?
· Is the information slanted or biased, and how can you tell? What do you evaluate?
· How might the work of these think tanks influence policy development on any given topic? How is their work used?

Jobs in Policy Analysis

1. Visit the following websites and review the various employment opportunities and internships available at these think tanks.
· http://www.brookings.edu/about/employment
· https://aeijobs.silkroad.com/
· http://www.pewresearch.org/about/careers/
· https://www.heritage.org/about-heritage/careers 
· http://www.bls.gov/ooh/life-physical-and-social-science/political-scientists.htm
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Describe Policy Analysts
· Summarize the kinds of skills and education a policy analyst would need to have in order to obtain a job as a policy analyst. 
· How does someone become a policy analyst? 
· Do the varied think tanks look for different qualities in their prospective policy analyst?
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