Preface: So You Want to Hear from “The Public”
How does “the public” communicate its wants and needs to those who control the tools of government?  Who exactly is “the public” and how will we know them when we see them?  How do administrators who have no direct connection to electoral politics relate to “the public”?  In the process of delivering services, public administrators may come in contact with citizens; can contact with “the public” result in changes to policy made by elected leaders?

We might say that the public is constituted merely by registered voters, or simply by those registered voters who vote; after all, they are the ones who determine who is elected, and thus who makes policy.  But even in the United States, voters are a small fraction of the population.  Recall that Woodrow Wilson said that administrators needed to know the minds of all sorts of people in order to understand “the public.”  Thus we might be compelled to look beyond the electoral process in order to access the public.  Indeed, we might be so skeptical of elections – muddled as they are by party politics and self-serving politicians – that we conclude that the normal channels for public expression (voting for public officials) is flawed.  We might also conclude that bureaucrats, too, are not reliably cognizant of what “the public” really wants or needs.  Even well meaning bureaucrats may be aloof, uninformed, corrupt, lazy, arrogant, or misguided.  So what should we do when the customary routes to registering the public interest are deemed defective?  
One possibility is to seek some new, more direct connection to the public, through alternative means of participation.  Obvious examples come to mind: polling and surveys (a relatively recent but widely used approach to asking what the public thinks) and testimony at hearings.  Town hall meetings and debates are certainly popular among political candidates, but they often appear to be staged; there is no pretense that they are about shaping public policy; instead, they are forums for garnering political support, where candidates are given a chance to sell themselves to the audience. 
The reading for this section of the course brings these issues into sharper focus by framing the problem in more detailed terms.  How is the public selected?  How does it communicate and make decisions?  What is the relationship between those discussions and public policy?  These dimensions of public participation each have multiple options, creating a wide array of possibilities for augmenting the role of the public in governance.  It should also become clear that such participation may not always go as planned and that we as administrators must be thoughtful about how we structure our interactions with the public whom we serve.
As you read the material for this week, ask yourself how “the public” has been treated in earlier material: how, for example, does the public appear in the work of the Port Authority?  Does our view of the public change over time?  Does our view of the value of connecting with the public change as well?
