Public Issues Education (Engagement)
Strategic Plan

Introduction

Communities are increasingly confronted with complex, controversial issues. Issues such as economic development, taxes and public finance, county health plans, school consolidation, local educational issues, to name just a few, are complex issues because there are no simple solutions. Many individuals, groups and organizations have a “stake” in the decision and, because the stakes are high, clamor is often heard. Stakeholders place different values on what is important and what the solution should be; consequently the issue is controversial. Many leaders come to Extension for assistance, either to gain information and/or analyses about alternative solutions, or for assistance in ways (process) to address the issue. 

The committee feels that Extension has played a role in the past, is continuing to play a role in addressing important public issues and should play an even greater role in the future. Extension, with its roots in the local community and its linkage to the land-grant university, can play a unique, neutral role that few, if any, other organizations can play. Extension could become a recognized leader in addressing important public issues.
Mission

Public Issues Education (PIE) is the educational process of informing and assisting people to improve group decisions about pressing and emerging issues that affect them and their communities.

The objective of PIE is to prepare citizens to engage in complex public issues of widespread concern in ways that lead to better-informed decisions. This is done in several ways including:

· Increase citizens’ knowledge about issues

· Assist citizens in determining appropriate and effective strategies for public decision making

· Help citizens craft, evaluate and implement alternative solutions

· Build skills and provide opportunities to enhance citizens’ effective participation in public decision-making processes.

In situations where viewpoints become polarized and public issues tend to divide citizens into economic, social and political groups, the Land-grant university can engage the public in achieving collective agreement on how to move forward. Extension professionals involved in such situations need a set of guiding principles. Here are some of those principles:
· A democratic system of government places high priority on the right of individuals to have a voice in public policy decisions that affect them.

· Citizens can increase their capacity to make good decisions about public issues by learning about those issues and the processes by which public decisions are made.

· Scientific information cannot substitute for value choices. Nor can science identify the most appropriate set of values. However, scientific information can more fully inform the value choices that people make.

· Public policy researchers and educators do not possess the wisdom (by virtue of superior education or scientific knowledge) to decide what is best for the public.

Core Values that Underlie the Mission

Successful public issues educators uphold a set of core values that guide them in their work. They believe that…
· Education is a powerful tool for improving the quality of public choices. Different ways of knowing about an issue, including personal stories, life experiences, and scientific research are to be valued. Experimentation, inquiry, creativity, and continuous learning foster creative, critical thinking and lead to informed, competent decisions.

· Inclusion ensures that all people with a stake in decisions that affect their lives can contribute to and influence the decision-making process. It balances power and ensures they have equal access to relevant information and the opportunity to participate.

· Civil dialogue among people with diverse backgrounds and viewpoints can enhance the quality of public decision. When mutual trust and respect are cultivated, such dialogue can occur. Innovative solutions often rest on a willingness to negotiate, share power, and explore collaborative action.

· Improving communication and decision-making skills through education enables every person to become involved in public discourse. This may allow for creative, collaborative solutions that previously were not possible.

Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats of Public Issues Education in Indiana Extension
Strengths

· Neutrality on issues

· Access to research-based information

· Located in all 92 counties

· Linkage with Purdue University

· State-of-the-art technology system

Weaknesses

· Inability to respond to needs in timely manner with current resources

· More reactive than pro-active because of the lack of a structure and resources 

· Difficult for local educator to raise some controversial issues and reside in the community

· Perception that Extension is only about 4-H and/or agricultural issues

Opportunities

· Lead policy discussions on cutting-edge issues

· “Walk the talk” by actually being engaged

· More informed decision making due to PIE

· Create linkages and coalitions between county, residents, organizations and Purdue University

· Many opportunities for rural areas that haven’t been realized

Threats

· Even if we have the ability and network, some communities will continue to battle over issues rather than resolve them (some people/communities like to fight)

· Continued state and federal funding is questionable

· Local finances are stretched very thin – threat of Extension being cut altogether

Collaborators and Partners

· At the local level – county economic development, community foundations, commissioners and council, school boards
· At the state level – Association of Indiana Counties, Association of Cities & Towns, Indiana County Commissioners Association
· At Purdue – faculty and resources in other colleges
Recommendations

1. Create a structure to provide leadership for PIE that is supported by Extension Administration. It is suggested that a team composed of specialists and educators be formed to provide on-going oversight to this area. It is important that the team members be given administrative approval for their time to serve in this capacity. Additionally, financial resources are needed for the team to be able to function. 


The team would initially meet face-to-face to develop a specific plan of 
action and to clarify roles. Part of the charge to the team would be to 
“scout” out emerging/pressing public issues that should be addressed, 
make connections with Purdue resources to meet the needs, and provide 
guidance to educational materials and programs. The team would be 
responsible for Extension professional development in this area and 
communication with staff. 

2. Create an on-going communication structure for Extension staff on PIE processes and issues. This could be part of the charge given to the PIE Team, but because of its importance we are listing it as a separate recommendation. There needs to be more communication between staff and specialists on both the processes of PIE work as well as various public issues (subject matter) on a continuous and frequent basis. This “communication structure” could be a combination of face-to-face meetings and various technologies such as BLOGS, conference calls, e-mail groups, etc. Staff need a way to communicate about public issues (to find out it is an issue elsewhere, what information is available, ways to approach the issue, etc.) and to be able to do so in a timely manner. The structure could enable communication both internal to Extension and external to other groups/organizations. Such a structure would enable a more “cutting-edge” approach rather than a “reactive” response. 
3. Identify a person to lead the team. Someone needs to provide the leadership to this effort and needs to see it as part of their job responsibility, not just “one more thing to do”. The success of the team will depend upon the amount of time that a person is willing to put into the effort. Additional resources will assist this effort.

4. Develop a Purdue Engagement Resource Directory. A university-wide resource directory of people and their areas of expertise would be useful in knowing who to contact regarding various public issues. The committee is recommending that the Office of Engagement, specifically the Engagement Council, consider this request.
� Members of the committee included: Dave Osborne, Mike Ferree, Mark Spelbring, Bob McCormick, Steve Lovejoy, Jimmy Bricker, and Janet Ayres.			


� The mission, objectives, principles and core values are copied from the Public Issues Education web site available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.publicissueseducation.net" ��www.publicissueseducation.net�						May 2, 2005
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