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Introduction to Both Studies

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 is required to complete a thorough review on a 5-year cycle. Coinciding with this effort was a desire by MPA faculty members to rebuild the program from the ground up, designing new core courses and implementing three focus areas for elective offerings. The program had undergone only cosmetic changes since its inception in 1980. While several structural changes to the program had already been decided upon, decisions regarding appropriate curriculum content were still very much under review.

During Winter Quarter 2002, first year MPA students engaged in the core Research Methods course assisted in gathering data related to student and alumni perceptions of teaching and learning in the MPA program, as well as skills preferred by potential employers of MPA graduates. Hereafter, this project will be referred to as Phase I. Analysis of the resulting data indicated several areas for follow-up research; therefore, during Spring Quarter 2002, a group of first year students enrolled in an Advanced Research Methods contract with the intent of designing a study that utilized and enlarged upon the initial focus group questions and surveys. Working with Gail Johnson, the lead MPA faculty for the contract, the team decided to seek further input from two stakeholder groups: alumni and employers. 

Methodology: Alumni

Alumni of the MPA program were invited to participate in one of two foci. Focus group questions were designed to elicit both positive and negative alumni perceptions of their experience with the program, and suggestions for content on the new core courses and elective offerings. Each participant was asked to fill out a short survey at the beginning of the session. Sixteen individuals attended the sessions. Additional surveys were received from five alumni who were unable to participate in a focus group, but were willing to assist with the study. All but three of the alumni were graduated between 2001 and 1996, with the outliers graduating in 1991 and 1986. Due to difficulty in attaining accurate alumni contact information, alumni for this phase were primarily chosen in two ways: review of contacts made with alumni during Phase I, and contact information acquired from students who are currently enrolled in the MPA program.

The design of the survey was influenced by three research articles focusing on the assessment of MPA programs by currently enrolled students or alumni. Johnson (2001) poses the question: “What should MPA programs teach?” Her study sheds light on both those skills identified by current students as important to their career as well as faculty behaviors that contributed to learning. Johnson’s (2000) summary of the results from surveys administered between 1997-1999 to students enrolled in the graduate programs in Urban Studies and Public Administration at Old Dominion University, provides further understanding of student expectations of faculty. A study by King, Britton, and Missik (1996) focuses on the skills alumni perceive they gained from the MPA program and their rating of the importance of these skills to their career.  Survey results from two institutions, TESC and the University of Akron are contrasted. This model, utilizing a 29-item skills list, formed the basis for the first section of the survey administered as part of this study.

Surveys sharing some similar questions were administered to first and second year MPA students prior to focus groups held by the MPA self-study teams during the first phase of the study, and by phone to alumni of the program. Again, these initial surveys were based upon the same research documents. For this reason, it was possible to draw some parallels between data gathered during Winter Quarter 2002 and the present study.

Results: Alumni


Focus group surveys revealed a correlation between skills alumni felt that they had gained during their MPA studies and importance of those skills to their career.

	 Table 1

Similarities Exist Between Skills Gained During MPA 
Program and Skills Important to Career
Skills  Improved through MPA

Mean
Std. Dev.
Importance to Career

Mean

Std. Dev.

GROUP PROCESS/
COLLABORATION

4.05

0.86

WRITING

4.81

0.51

Presentation

3.76

1.00

Problem-solving

4.67

0.48

Understanding political context of PA

3.67

1.02

Oral communication

4.67

0.58

CREATIVE THINKING

3.67

0.66

GROUP PROCESS/
COLLABORATION
4.62

0.50

WRITING

3.52

0.87

CREATIVE THINKING
4.52

0.60

Oral communication

3.52

0.81

Policy-making/policy analysis

4.48

0.51

Problem-solving

3.38

0.97

Presentation

4.43

0.68

Resource identification/utilization

3.35

0.88

Networking

4.24

0.70

Policy-making/policy analysis

3.24

1.30

Computer

4.19

0.81

Networking

3.10

1.04

Management

4.19

0.75

Organizational management/change

3.05

1.12

Data analysis

4.14

0.79

Key: Items that appear within the top five in both lists are in Arial font, uppercase. Items that appear within the top 10 in both lists appear in Arial font, lower case.


A comparison of three studies conducted with alumni of the TESC MPA program, Phase I, Phase II, and King et al. (1996), indicates many similarities. Within the top ten skills deemed most important in the workplace, half are shared: creative thinking, group processes, oral communication, problem-solving, writing. Two others, the ability to manage change and policy analysis, appear within the top ten in at least two studies (see Table 2).

	Table 2

Alumni Agree on Top Skills – Three Studies
Phase I TESC 
Alumni Phone Survey (Grondel et al. 2002)

Mean

Std. Dev.

Phase II TESC Alumni
Focus Group Survey

Mean

Std. Dev.

King, Britton, & Missik (1996)

Ranking
Out of 28 Items

ORAL COMMUNICATION

4.73

0.45

WRITING

4.81

0.51

WRITING

1

WRITING

4.62

0.64

PROBLEM-SOLVING

4.67

0.48

ORAL COMMUNICATION

2

PROBLEM-SOLVING

4.54

0.65

ORAL COMMUNICATION

4.67

0.58

CREATIVE THINKING

4

CREATIVE THINKING

4.50

0.65

GROUP PROCESS/
COLLABORATION

4.62

0.50

PROBLEM-SOLVING / DECISION MAKING

6

Ability to manage change

4.19

1.02

CREATIVE THINKING

4.52

0.60

GROUP PROCESS/
CONSENSUS BUILDING

8

GROUP PROCESS

4.15

1.00

Policy-making/policy analysis

4.48

0.51

Improve ability to manage change

10

Policy analysis

4.15

0.83

Presentation

4.43

0.68

Integrate theory and practice

11

Understanding ethics

4.08

1.41

Networking

4.24

0.70

Become a better manager

12

Computer

4.00

1.06

Computer

4.19

0.81

Political savvy

13

Budget/finance

3.85

0.97

Management

4.19

0.75

Quantitative analysis

15

Key: Skills listed in top 10 for all three studies, Ariel font, upper case; skills listed in top 10 of Phase I and King et al., Arial font, lower case; skills 
         listed in top 10 of both Phase I and II, colored black.


Recommendations: Alumni

Alumni provided a great deal of feedback related to curriculum, instruction, and scheduling. Recommendations to MPA faculty included:

· Ensuring that administrative tools such as fiscal, labor, and data management are present in the curriculum by outlining uniform expected outcomes for each course for the faculty and students.

· Increasing the number of guest lecturers with applied experience in the field of public administration by drawing on a pool of alumni who are eager to share their knowledge and experiences.

· Increasing the frequency of offered electives, with a tentative schedule outlined for students so that they are able to plan appropriately.

· Using interested alumni as mentors for students, perhaps as readers for the final projects.

	“Be more inclusive of alumni experiences. We all have experience with our jobs that we would love to share!”


Efforts should be made to form an active MPA alumni association. MPA alumni need and want to be more involved. In general, there needs to be more connection and communication with MPA alumni. Both phases of this study would have been facilitated if current contact information for alumni had been available. 

Methodology: Employers

Fourteen stakeholders/employers were asked to fill out a short survey prior to participation in one of two focus groups. The survey gathered such demographic data as gender, age, educational background, and sector of employment. Additionally, focus group participants were asked to rate a list of specific skills (i.e., written communication, strategic planning, creative thinking) in relation to their importance to success as a professional in their organization.

Focus group questions were designed to elicit participant views regarding critical skills for public administrators, perceptions of TESC and how these perceptions may influence the success of the MPA program, and to begin to draw conclusions regarding the necessary skills and knowledge that an MPA from Evergreen must possess.

Results: Employers

Participants were asked to rate 19 skills in relation to their importance to success as a professional in their organization. Among the 19 listed skills, oral communication, problem solving, and writing are the most important skills these employers are looking for in prospective employees. 
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Employers identified a variety of skills they believed to be critical for MPAs. They stressed the importance of having practical experience along with educational training. One employer said, “MPAs need to have a bag full of tools that none of us can really be trained for.” On the other hand, they also valued education that enables an individual to develop a knowledge base and allows for the ability to learn and gain skills on the job.    


In addition to practical experience, strong verbal and written communication skills were considered to be crucial by the employers, including presentation skills. One employer said, “You can bring in someone brilliant but if they can’t communicate they are ineffective.” Listening skills were also thought to be a vital component to work in the public sector. 

Management skills were also emphasized. Participants thought MPA graduates should be able to manage people, keep employees motivated, and be able to get them to work collaboratively. They emphasized the importance of knowing how to work with people that think and communicate differently than they do. In addition to communication skills, public administrators need to be able to compromise and reach agreements with diverse people. Empowering people, holding them accountable, and building an environment of trust and respect among the staff is critical for public/non-profit sector managers today.  


Focus group participants believed it to be essential that MPA’s are able to set and achieve goals. This requires specific tactical knowledge of the skills, resources, and relationships necessary for getting things accomplished. Graduates need to be able to manage short- and long-term projects and know the difference between the two. One employer said, “We spend a lot of time doing strategic planning, strategic focusing, strategic visioning, and we have a pretty good idea about where we want to be five years from now, and not a clue as to what we are going to do tomorrow to get there.”


A potpourri of other skills and personal characteristics were also identified, including a foundation in budget theory, budgeting, and the development of outcomes measures. Focus group participants felt that employees needed to become more creative and that creativity is a good thing for an academic program to instill in its students. Lastly, the employers emphasized the importance of public administrators demonstrating strong personal and work ethics and conducting themselves honestly.   

Recommendations: Employers

Focus group participants had clear views on what the MPA program at TESC should include in its curriculum. The need for practical experience is imperative. Whether this experience is gained through internships or creative, practical classroom teaching, TESC MPA faculty must find ways to provide a clear balance between theory and practice for its students. The Evergreen graduate program is comprised mostly of students who are coming to the classroom with a number of years of experience already under their belt. Finding innovative ways to build upon students’ foundations of practical experience, and challenging their existing beliefs about management, public administration, and theory is key. 

The MPA Program must do a better job of nurturing connections with public agencies throughout the Olympia community. There was a wealth of interest, information, and experience expressed by the stakeholders who participated in the focus groups.  However, the program has not energetically approached community employers to be active participants in the instruction of its students. Instead, it has become insular in nature and done a poor job of utilizing the valuable resources that are right in its own back yard. Agency case studies, guest lectures that provide more than 1.5 hours worth of information, field studies and mentoring programs could all be used as ways to introduce MPA students to their public administration community, while at the same time introducing the community to the typical Evergreen MPA student. Building these types of relationships are imperative as well if the MPA program is ever going to get out from under the negative stigma attached to the undergraduate programs.

One focus group was asked to describe and create a course title that they believed to be the “essential” course for every graduate of The Evergreen State College MPA Program. Although humorous in nature, these titles truly reflect the reality of life outside the classroom, which these employers are trying to manage with diplomacy and ease on a daily basis. Each title closely ties into the themes that were dominant throughout the focus group discussions: budget, diversity, project management, ethics, and organizational culture. Listening to and learning from employers within the community should not only help shape Evergreen’s MPA program, but would also serve to create a strong relationship between the college and state/local agencies. Doing so would ultimately construct a learning environment deeply rooted in practical experience, education, and community involvement.   

· Budgeting in the Real World: It’s not accounting; It’s policy

· Reconciling Theory with Practice

· Managing Employees in a Diverse Environment

· Listening 101

· A Systems Approach to the Practical Work

· Go or no go: Project Management

· Your Momma Didn’t Teach You to Lie: Ethics in the Public Sector

· Civility and Respect in the Workplace

· Understanding the Value and Culture of Organizations  

Joint Recommendations

Participants in both the alumni and employer focus groups expressed an interest in a variety of continuing education opportunities. The program faculty should consider creating certificate programs related to the various elective foci that are under development. Comments by survey respondents indicated that this would make continuing education courses more attractive. Respondents also made mention of an interest in a series of forums where current issues could be studied and discussed. This type of event represents one way that the program could reach out to alumni and other practitioners. 

The study, coupled with those undertaken during Winter Quarter 2002, form a baseline that the program faculty can use to measure the effect of changes that will be implemented Fall Quarter 2002.
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