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Introduction

As part of The Evergreen State College’s (TESC) ongoing efforts to assess both program and classroom outcomes, the Masters in Public Administration (MPA) Program has been asked to complete a thorough review on a 5-year cycle. The Washington State Higher Education Coordinating Board (HECB) requires that a Program Review Summary Report be submitted to its office. The Guidelines for Program Planning, Approval, and Review
 issued by the HECB require that three areas be addressed:

· Continuing need for the program

· Expected student learning outcomes and the achievement of the program’s objectives

· Plans to improve the quality and productivity of the program

First year MPA students, engaged in the core research methods course, assisted in gathering data related to student perceptions of teaching and learning. The results will be used by the MPA Program in its report to the HECB.

Methodology

Twenty-four students in their second year of the MPA program were asked to fill out a short survey prior to participation in one of three focus groups. At the time of this research, the students were one quarter away from completing the program. The total enrollment in the 2nd year cohort is 27 students, so this study reports findings of the perceptions of 89% of this class.

Survey

The survey gathered such demographic data as gender, age, educational background, and status as well as sector of employment. Additionally, students were asked to rate their level of satisfaction with 10 aspects of the MPA program; these ranged from student services elements to faculty performance. A 5-item rating scale ranging from “dissatisfied” to “satisfied” was used. MPA core program coursework was rated with regard to usefulness. This section employed a 5-item rating scale from “of little or no use” to “very useful.” A final question asked students if they would recommend the program to others. The full survey, with results, is provided in Appendix I.

The demographic portion of the survey was also administered to 33 students in the first year of the MPA program in an effort to acquire comparative data that would answer the question: What student population is the program currently serving?

Focus Groups

Three focus groups with second-year MPA students, each lasting 1.5 hours, were carried out by two-person teams of first year MPA student researchers. Focus group questions were designed to elicit student perceptions with regard to the college’s five student learning outcomes foci, and to begin answering the questions required in the HECB report. Appendix II lists the mission and foci of TESC’s MPA program, and Appendix III lists the actual focus group questions used in this study.

Results

Survey

What student population is the program currently serving?
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Figure 1: Combined employment data for 1st & 2nd year cohorts.


Examination of the combined data for the two cohorts that are currently in the program reveals that slightly more women (52%) than men are enrolled. The age ranges of 30-39 and 40-49 each represent 30% of the students. Twenty-five percent are younger than thirty, and 14% are between the ages of 50-59. Seventy-five percent of the students’ previous degree was a Bachelor of Arts. Only three students, all in the 1st year cohort, entered the program with a post-graduate degree.

Examination of the combined employment data for the 1st and 2nd year 
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Figure 1 cont.: Combined employment data for 1st & 2nd year cohorts.


cohorts, as shown in Figure 1, reveals that, of those students surveyed, a majority of the students are presently employed (83%), and 72% are working full-time. Eighty-nine percent (42) of these full- or part-time employed students are working in government.

Representation of the other sectors is so miniscule that reporting percentages would not be useful: 3 students are working for private non-profit organizations, and 1 student is employed in the private for-profit sector. Eighty-six percent of those employed in the government sector work at the state level, followed by local government at 7% (3 students). After graduation, 60% of the students plan to work in the government sector, 16% in the non-profit sector, and 11% provided multiple responses. No one specified the private sector.

How satisfied are current 2nd year students with the MPA program?

	Table 1

A Majority of Students Surveyed Would 
Recommend the Program
Yes

No

Maybe*
1st year students

76%

3%

21%

2nd year students

73%

23%

3%

*All “maybe” responses were written in by the respondents.



Overall, respondents appear to be satisfied with the program: 76% indicated that they would recommend the program to a friend or colleague (see Table 1).

Looking at the first question under “Satisfaction with the MPA Program,” student satisfaction with actual instruction and interaction with faculty appears to be higher than for those functions external to the program. 

Accessibility of instructors received the highest satisfaction rating in this section with 87% rating this a 4 or 5, the two highest categories. However, actual instructional ratings were lower: fifty-two percent of respondents expressed satisfaction (4 or 5) with instruction in core programs, 61% of students rated instruction in elective courses as either a 4 or a 5, and the seminar experience received a 65% combined rating of 4 or 5.

The following results refer only to the two highest categories (rating of 4 or 5): only 5% (one student) of the respondents rated the graduate administrative office or orientation as satisfactory, 9% expressed satisfaction with the graduate student association, 17% with management of the program, and 27% with program communication with students. The largest degree of dissatisfaction was with the orientation offered prior to the start of classes: 81% of the respondents rated this 1 or 2. 

The second question in this section addressed usefulness of the courses that form the core curriculum. A majority of the respondents perceived the core to be highly useful. None of the core course rated below 57% when the highest two ratings (4 or 5) were combined. The two courses that received the highest satisfaction ratings, at 68% and 65% respectively, were Fiscal Policy and Research Methods. The fact that these two, practice-oriented courses were viewed as most useful may indicate that students see the need for a less theoretical orientation. This perception was borne out by focus group responses.

Focus Groups

Reasons for Choosing the Evergreen MPA Program
The reasons most frequently cited for applying to this particular MPA program were practical in nature. Many of the interviewees had done their undergraduate work at Evergreen, lived in the region and chose Evergreen because of its convenient location (close to home, work, etc.). Many students already worked in the public sector and hoped that attaining an MPA would help them to advance in their career. Other practical matters were also noted. Among these were night classes, the ability to finish the program in two years rather than in three (citing the University of Washington’s evening MPA program and Saint Martin’s College’s evening MBA program), and the comparatively lower cost of TESC’s program. Students also chose Evergreen because they thought it offered opportunities to improve their skill sets and achieve their own personal goals. They also were attracted by the teaching style of the school.

Collaborative Learning Focus

When asked about their views toward collaborative learning, three primary themes emerged. The first theme that arose from the focus groups was an agreement that the primary mechanism for collaborative learning at Evergreen is group seminars. Many participants agreed that seminar discussion was not highly structured; however, some 

	“I can’t stand it [seminar learning] that much, but that being said, you gotta have those skills.”


students preferred this lack of structure, while others believed there should be more instructor influence. One student expressed, “I can’t stand it [seminar learning] that much but, that being said, you gotta have those skills.” While they held mixed views toward seminars, most students agreed that collaboration and teamwork skills gained in seminars were applicable to the workplace. 

The second theme was the identification of some positive attributes of collaborative learning; among these were listening skills, expanded knowledge of materials, and the building of important professional “tools,” such as original thinking.

Finally, the third theme dealt with concerns about the logistical difficulties associated with collaborative learning, particularly group projects. These adult learners, many of whom worked full time and resided outside of the Olympia area, found working outside of class with fellow classmates on team projects to be challenging. One student expressed his frustration with such logistical challenges by stating, “As a professional I have eight hours a day to work in a team whereas here [Evergreen] I have two nights a week to get the job done.”

Knowledge and Skills Gained from Core Courses

Four common themes emerged from our analysis of the focus group feedback on this question. First, the Research Methods course was recognized as the most beneficial and useful. Students gained strong analytical skills, learned how to do professional research, and enjoyed real world examples used by faculty. Second, Fiscal Policy was also useful. Students liked the focus on solutions and the analytical approach. The assignments were thoughtful and students gained concrete, applicable, and specific skills. 

	“The program provided a skill set needed by an administrator, rather than by an analyst or technician.”


Third, the students identified a host of non-specific or general skills gained from the program. These included a general approach to learning and problem-solving, collaboration, communication, critical thinking, team building, the ability to “think on your feet,” and time management. The seminar experience was identified as a specific strength of the program. An understanding of the context and historical background of the field was identified as valuable knowledge gained. One student captured this third theme quite well by noting that “the program provided a skill set needed by an administrator, rather than by an analyst or technician.” 

Fourth, the students identified some weaknesses of the program. They noted a lack of specific or practical skill sets (e.g., analysis, budgeting, facilitation and management). They also experienced a lack of clear expectations and poor curriculum planning by some faculty. 

Experiences with Electives

Students believed that electives were “more focused” than the core curriculum and allowed them to “concentrate on a specific subject.” 
Some stated that they enjoyed Health Care Administration, Conflict Resolution, International Administration and Grant Writing. There were a variety of opinions regarding the scheduling of electives; some favored weekend classes, while others preferred additional evening classes. Students would also like to see more electives geared toward the non-profit and private sectors, and identified that, in both electives and in the program in general, state government was emphasized to the exclusion of the non-profit organizations. Students expressed concern over the practice of allowing undergraduates into the elective offerings, and observed that the undergraduate students were unprepared to do work at the graduate level. Students also wanted a more extensive offering of electives. They “regret[ted] the lack of variety in electives,” and felt that electives were “taken by necessity – not choice.” Others agreed that the program needed a “broader offering,” but believed that the “quality of electives has been top notch.” Students also thought “electives should be more directly tied to core work.” 
Students felt that the range of electives offered by the MPA program lacked variety, and that the MES students had a much broader selection. Students suggested that electives like Environmental Policy and Management, which would be applicable to both MES and MPA program interests, might provide a wider selection of offerings to MPA students.

Theory and Practice
Students were extraordinarily candid in their responses to questions relating to theory and practice in the curriculum. They indicated that practical information was gained most often from guest speakers and during the Fiscal Policy core and elective courses. Several students expressed praise for the use of guest speakers and for the Fiscal Policy course. Some thought a recent faculty addition helped to bridge the gap between theory and practice.
    Students raised concerns about the balance between theory and practice throughout the focus group, not just when the question was raised by the facilitator. They thought 

	“The way this has been done successfully was by instructors who have both theoretical and practical experience.”


the program was far too academic and theoretical in approach, except for the cases cited above. They expressed resentment at what were perceived to be attacks on public administrators and a perceived lack of interest on the part of faculty to students' own practical experiences and ideas. Some faculty members were described as defensive and lacking in preparedness, in addition to not possessing practical experience.
    Politically, students expressed a desire for more balance, saying leftist views were predominant and overpowering. Other concerns were a seeming lack of understanding or acceptance that public administration is moving more in the direction of business-type practices (e.g., increased efficiencies, productivity, and performance measurements). Still other respondents expressed a need for practical subjects like personnel, bargaining, data analysis, and applied basic management.
Suggestions for Improvement

The focus group participants presented many ideas for program improvements, and their suggestions fit into two distinct categories: the need for better marketing and better organization. In general, focus group members felt that the Evergreen MPA program does too little to market itself to the larger community. 

	“We need to have a dialogue between the alumni and the community. People don’t think of Evergreen as diverse, they think of Evergreen as a place for people with purple hair. … Opening that dialogue would ultimately help market the school.”


Many individuals voiced the need to draw on the resources of alumni and to dedicate more energy to collaboration with the community in order to change the local and regional stereotypical image of the Evergreen student: “We need to have a dialogue between the alumni and the community. People don’t think of Evergreen as diverse, they think of Evergreen as a place for people with purple hair. …Opening that dialogue would ultimately help market the school.” 

In terms of the need for better organization, participants voiced great concern over their experiences of disorganization both in the program’s administrative aspects and with faculty. Unclear expectations of students, ever-changing syllabi, and poor planning on the part of faculty were common complaints. One member reported, “It’s an excellent program, a good philosophy. They could tighten up their execution.” The general sentiment of this statement was repeated many times in each focus group. Conversely, however, one person stated, “I’m used to constant change at work, so changes in the program are not a bother.”
One Thing You Wish You Knew When You Started

Four common themes emerged from the students’ discussion of this question. First, some would not have waited so long (in their careers) to enter the program. Second, knowing more about APA format, SPSS, statistics, economics, and computers would have helped. Third, many students suggested starting early on the applications project, since there was a lack of time to work on this project during the core courses. One student said that the group of which s/he was a member, designed its applications project with work in mind so that work on the project could be undertaken on the job. 

Fourth, the students wished they would have known about what we have termed “basic program logistics.” These include “cheap book sites,” planning ahead, time management, and knowing how to “skim and get content – to process information in an effective manner.” Some also noted feeling overextended and would have liked to have been more prepared for the stress. 

Conclusions

Overall, the MPA program appears to be attracting students who are currently working in state government, plan to continue working in this sector, and are completing their first post-graduate degree.

When reading the results listed above, particularly the survey questions pertaining to satisfaction and usefulness that applied only to 2nd year students, as well as all of the focus group responses, it is important to keep in mind that the sample is small. The perception of one respondent of this cohort is equal in most questions to approximately 4%, and 12 students represents 50%. Nevertheless, the results of this study provide important insights into the current functioning of TESC’s MPA program.

These research results can help begin to address 2 of the 3 HECB study areas: expected student learning outcomes and achievement of program objectives, and planned improvements to program quality and productivity. By analyzing the responses with respect to the five foci (see Appendix II), we begin to form an understanding of the extent to which the program is achieving its stated outcomes.

While not labeled as such by the participants, the variety of knowledge revealed in focus group responses to questions regarding collaborative learning, core curriculum, and electives, indicate that the first of TESC’s foci, Interdisciplinary Study, is being met, at least in part. Responses to questions regarding collaborative learning and core curriculum indicate that Collaborative Learning and Learning Across Significant Differences, the second and third foci, are specifically being met through seminar and group projects. The overall participation in the focus group process reveals that the fourth focus, Personal Engagement, is also being internalized; students were capable, willing, and eager to share their views about the MPA program. 

Finally, one questions asked directly about Linking Theory with Practical Applications, the last focus. Focus group responses to this question were very critical of the program, indicating that it was too theoretical (some responses to the core curriculum question also noted the lack of practical skills). Analysis of the results of questions regarding collaboration and electives, however, indicates that students may be gaining a larger measure of practical knowledge and skills than they perceived. Furthermore, practical knowledge gained from the use of guest speaker/practitioners, and participation in electives, was also noted under the question regarding theory and practice. Nevertheless, the fact that this criticism recurred in responses to several of the questions, and was expressed by several participants in each focus group, should be noted.

In the final analysis, two overall results should be highlighted. First, while the participants voiced many concerns and suggestions for program improvement, most respondents reported satisfaction with the program and found the course content useful. Second, most students would also recommend this program to a friend or colleague, indicating a commitment to the program. In fact, participant recommendations to increase marketing of the program could be interpreted as a further expression of this commitment.

Recommendations

	“It’s an excellent program, a good philosophy. They could tighten up their execution.”


Focus group participants have a clear message for those responsible for making improvements to the MPA program at The Evergreen State College. First, the administration of the program needs a great deal of attention, including revisions to the orientation process and marketing of what the program has to offer. Both of these elements relate to the façade presented by the program to current or potential stakeholders. Fifty-two percent of respondents expressed being dissatisfied with orientation. Considering this is usually the students’ first impression of the program, as well as the first occasion that faculty is able to make expectations clear, taking a look at how to improve orientation is critical. Program administration should consider including some of the things these students “know now that they wish they knew when they started” in future orientations.

Second, the issue of disorganization needs to be addressed. As one student stated, “It’s an excellent program, a good philosophy. They could tighten up their execution.” This disorganization was evident in faculty to faculty, faculty to student, and student to student (group project) interactions. Breakdowns in communication appeared to underlie much of the perceived lack of organization. Program administration and staff would be advised to seek methods to improve overall communication among themselves and with students.

Finally, the practical components of the curriculum must be addressed. Based upon the feedback received in the focus groups, we recommend increased attention to the practical aspects of public administration. Two suggestions for implementation include: 1) ensure that administrative tools such as fiscal, labor, and data management are present in the curriculum, and 2) increase the number of guest lecturers with applied experience in the field of public administration. A political balance must also be present, especially considering the pride TESC takes in its support for diversity.

If enough time had been available during this research project, the results presented here would have been shared with the focus group participants for validation. In addition, because of the change from year to year, the survey question regarding satisfaction with Orientation should have been posed to the current 1st year student cohort for comparative analysis. Finally, program administration should compare these findings with those of the external stakeholder and alumni MPA self-study research groups to establish shared themes and to determine areas for follow-up research.

Appendix I

1st & 2nd Year MPA Students 

Survey Questions

February 7, 2002
This survey is intended to help discover factors that could lead to improving TESC’s MPA Program. It will provide background and quantitative data on the characteristics and views of the participants in the focus group interviews. Individual responses will be kept confidential.

Demographics

Gender:
___ Female
___ Male

	
	Female
	Male
	No response

	1st year students
	58%
	39%
	3%

	2nd year students
	42%
	58%
	0%


Age:

___ 20-29
___ 30-39
___ 40-49
___ 50-59
___ 60+

	
	20-29
	30-39
	40-49
	50-59
	60+
	No response

	1st year students
	27%
	21%
	36%
	12%
	0%
	3%

	2nd year students
	21%
	42%
	21%
	17%
	0%
	0%


What was your undergraduate major(s): (circle) B.S./B.A. 

	
	B.S.
	B.A.

	1st year students
	24%
	76%

	2nd year students
	26%
	74%


Any other degree(s) held: 

	
	Masters

	1st year students
	9%

	2nd year students
	0%


Employment

1. Are you currently employed?


___ Full-time


___ Part-time


___ Not employed

	
	Full-time
	Part-time
	Not employed

	1st year students
	73%
	9%
	18%

	2nd year students
	71%
	13%
	17%


IF EMPLOYED, please continue (if not, please skip to #4).

2. In what sector?


___ Government


___ Private Non-profit


___ Private For-profit


___ Other: ____________________

	
	Government
	Private Non-Profit
	Private For-Profit

	1st year students
	93%*
	7%
	0%

	2nd year students
	85%
	10%
	5%


*All figures denote % of those employed.

3. If employed IN GOVERNMENT, at what level?


___ Federal


___ State


___ Local


___ Other: ____________________

	
	Federal
	State
	Local
	Other

	1st year students
	0%*
	88%
	8%
	4%

	2nd year students
	6%
	82%
	6%
	6%


*All figures denote % of those employed in government.

4. Following graduation, in what sector do you plan to work?


___ Government


___ Private Non-profit


___ Private For-profit


___ Other: ____________________



	
	Government
	Private Non-Profit
	Other
	Multiple Responses
	No Response

	1st year students
	61%
	18%
	9%
	9%
	3%

	2nd year students
	54%
	13%
	17%
	13%
	4%


Satisfaction with MPA Program

1. Please rate your level of satisfaction with the following elements of the MPA Program:






1=Dissatisfied



5=Satisfied

a. Graduate Admin Office
1 (14%)
2 (23%)
3 (59%)
4 (  5%)
5 (  0%)

b. Management of Program
1 (13%)
2 (22%)
3 (48%)
4 (17%)
5 (  0%)
c. Graduate Student Association
1 (  9%)
2 (41%)
3 (41%)
4 (  9%)
5 (  0%)
d. Orientation
1 (52%)
2 (29%)
3 (14%)
4 (  5%)
5 (  0%)
e. Instruction in Core Programs
1 (  0%)
2 (22%)
3 (26%)
4 (39%)
5 (13%)
f. Instruction in Electives
1 (13%)
2 (  9%)
3 (17%)
4 (22%)
5 (39%)

g. Seminar Experience
1 (  4%)
2 (  0%)
3 (30%)
4 (44%)
5 (22%)

h. Accessibility of instructors
1 (  0%)
2 (  4%)
3 (  9%)
4 (48%)
5 (39%)

i. MPA communication w/ students
1 (  5%)
2 (23%)
3 (46%)  
4 (23%)
5 (  5%)

j. Overall satisfaction w/ program
1 (  4%)
2 (13%)
3 (30%)
4 (39%)
5 (13%)

2. Please rate the usefulness of the following MPA Core Programs:






   1=Of little or no use
5=Very Useful

a. Political & Economic Context of PA
1 ( 4%)
2 (13%)
3 (26%)
4 (35%)
5 (22%)

b. Research Methods for Public Sector
1 ( 0%)
2 (17%)
3 (17%)
4 (39%)
5 (26%)

c. Understanding Public Organizations
1 ( 0%)
2 (17%)
3 (26%)
4 (30%)
5 (26%)

d. Fiscal Policy
1 ( 5%)
2 (14%)
3 (14%)
4 (50%)
5 (18%)

e. Public Policy and Admin Implications
1 ( 4%)
2 (  9%)
3 (26%)  
4 (30%)
5 (30%)

3. Would you recommend TESC’s MPA Program to a friend or colleague?


___ Yes


___ No

	
	Yes
	No
	Maybe

	1st year students
	76%
	3%
	21%

	2nd year students
	73%
	23%
	5%


Appendix II

Mission

The faculty share a commitment to challenge and thoroughly prepare graduate students to seek democratic, equitable, and practical solutions to the problems that face governments, organizations and communities. The Master of Public Administration degree builds on Evergreen's unique strengths to give students a broad grasp of the functioning of the public sector. The main purpose of the college is to promote student learning through the college's five foci: 

· Interdisciplinary Study. Students learn to pull together ideas and concepts from many subject areas, which enable them to tackle real-world issues in all their complexity. 

· Collaborative Learning. Students develop knowledge and skills through shared learning, rather than learning in isolation and in competition with others. 

· Learning Across Significant Differences. Students learn to recognize, respect, and bridge differences, a critical skill in an increasingly diverse world. 

· Personal Engagement. Students develop their capacities to judge, speak, and act on the basis of their own reasoned beliefs. 

· Linking Theory with Practical Applications. Students understand abstract theories by applying them to projects and activities and by putting them into practice in real-world situations. 

The Graduate Program in Public Administration fully reflects Evergreen's commitment to interdisciplinary studies and seeks to instill a broad grasp of public policy and public interest issues. The program is unique in its emphasis on collaboration, experiential learning that links theory to practice, and personal attention from faculty.

Appendix III

Focus Group Questions

1. Please share your name and why you chose the MPA program here at Evergreen.


2. As you know, Evergreen emphasizes collaborative learning through group projects, seminars, etc. What have been your experiences with these teaching methods?


3. What knowledge and skills did you gain from the core curriculum?


4. What have been your experiences with electives?


5. In what ways has or hasn’t the MPA program tied theory to practice?


6. What suggestions do you have for improving the MPA program?


7. What is the one thing you know now that you wish you knew when you started this program?
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