MPA Alumni Survey Report:  Winter 2002

Introduction

Alumni of The Evergreen State College Masters in Public Administration program were surveyed as one part of the HEC Board review process undertaken by the Evergreen State College.  The purpose of the survey was to provide feedback and information from recent graduates for the purposes of assessing the college’s MPA program.  Feedback from the alumni would be used to evaluate whether or not the program is meeting the educational goals outlined in the program description.  Alumni were asked about their experiences as students and working professionals.

Method

Design: The goal of the survey was to measure alumni expectations and outcomes of the MPA program. The decision to create a telephone survey was based on the MPA Research Methods curriculum and was not determined by the alumni survey research group. The questionnaire design was based on a successful research model (e.g. King, Britton, and Missik, 1996) used in the past to survey Evergreen MPA students. 

The five student members of the alumni research group determined two areas of focus for the questionnaire:

1. What were the most useful components or outcomes of the MPA Program?

2. Are the MPA degree, coursework, and skills relevant to the working world?

The group worked collaboratively to refine the content, language, and formatting of the telephone survey.

The survey tool consisted of 8 questions or sections. In the first two sections, respondents were asked how well a list of subjects were taught in the program and how important a list of skills were to their career. Responses for these sections, as well as questions 6 and 7, were measured on a five-point scale. Three open-ended questions were asked regarding career skills, ease of the MPA program, and suggestions for improvements. The final section of the survey contained a series of demographic questions. (Appendix 1.)

 
Sample:  The alumni research team determined that the sample base for this project would include the recent graduate alumni from the past three years.  A request for this information was sent to the college and a list of alumni members was received.  This list contained 97 potential contacts.  

Surveys were distributed to each of the 16 members of the MPA project.   The students were given 10 days to contact 6 respondents each.  Students were directed to call each person in their packet, using the exact wording of the survey so as not to prompt the survey respondents’ answers.  Individuals who could not be contacted were noted at the top of the form by checking the appropriate box. 

Response rate:  26 of the 46 surveys with good contact numbers were completed, for a response rate of 57%.  
Results

     Quantitative Data Analysis 

Demographics: The alumni who responded to the survey graduated between 1998 and 2001, with the exception of one who graduated in 1991. 77% were between 40 and 59 years of age; the rest were under 40.  62% were female.  Racial differences could not be accurately evaluated due to an error on the survey, omitting the category of African American.  

As students, 89% were employed; of those, 73% worked full-time. All of the respondents are currently employed. Most (62%) work for state government, 19% for non-profits, 15% with local government, and 4% for the federal government.

Rankings: Survey participants were asked to rank the skill sets identified in the survey on a scale of career importance. The response was positive with nearly all the skills ranked as a “4” or “5” by the majority of respondents. As illustrated in Figure 1, the highest-ranked skills were oral communication (mean 4.73), writing (4.62), problem-solving (4.54), and creative thinking (4.50). The lowest-ranked skills were management, data analysis (both 3.69), and research skills (3.62). 

Fig. 1     Skill-Sets Ranking

	Skills
	Mean
	S

	Oral communication skills
	4.73
	0.452

	Writing skills
	4.62
	0.637

	Problem solving skills
	4.54
	0.647

	Creative thinking skills
	4.50
	0.648

	Ability to manage change
	4.19
	1.021

	Group process skills
	4.15
	1.008

	Policy analysis skills
	4.15
	0.834

	Understanding ethics
	4.08
	1.412

	Computer skills
	4.00
	1.058

	Budget and finance skills
	3.85
	0.967

	Presentation skills
	3.85
	1.120

	Integration of theory and practice
	3.73
	0.874

	Networking skills
	3.73
	0.827

	Program evaluation skills
	3.73
	0.778

	Management skills
	3.69
	1.087

	Data Analysis skills
	3.69
	0.928

	Research skills
	3.62
	0.852


Respondents were asked to rate how well Evergreen taught its subjects. The highest-rated subjects were the political, economic, and social forces in government (mean 3.96), designing a well-focused group research paper (3.77), and the history of public administration (3.68). Collection/allocation of resources (2.74) and budgetary process (3.04) ranked the lowest (Fig.2).

Fig. 2     Subject Ranking

	Subject
	Mean
	S

	The political, economic & social forces in government
	3.96
	.0824

	Designing a well-focused group research paper
	3.77
	0.908

	History of public administration
	3.68
	0.945

	Organizational theory & behavior
	3.62
	0.852

	Policy implementation
	3.50
	0.949

	Research methods
	3.35
	1.198

	Creating positive organizational change
	3.21
	1.062

	Budgetary process
	3.04
	0.841

	Collection and allocation of resources
	2.74
	0.964


Looking at the percentages of “4” or “5” ratings for the subjects gives, perhaps, a clearer picture. We would characterize these responses as “well” or “very well”; “3” would be seen as a neutral, or “neither” response. The highest-ranking subject (political, economic, and social forces in government) was rated as a 4 or 5 by three-fourths of the respondents. A majority of the subjects were given a 4 or 5 by 60% or less; the lowest-ranking subject (collection/allocation of resources) had just 22% (Fig. 3). 

Fig. 3     Percentage of “4” or “5” Rankings Per Subject

	Subject
	% Responding "Well" or "Very Well"

	The political, economic, & social forces in government
	73

	Designing a well-focused group research paper
	69

	Organizational theory & behavior
	62

	Policy implementation
	62

	History of public administration
	60

	Research methods
	54

	Creating positive organizational change
	42

	Budgetary process
	32

	Collection & allocation of resources
	22


We also asked students how important the MPA degree has been to their career and the extent to which they would recommend the program. Interestingly, while 77% of respondents ranked the MPA’s importance to their career as a “4” or “5” (“Important” or “Very Important”) (Fig. 4), only 54% would recommend or strongly recommend Evergreen’s MPA program (Fig. 5). This is in contrast to the Old Dominion University survey in which 86% of the students surveyed would generally or strongly recommend the program; this should be an area of concern.

Fig. 4     Importance of MPA to Career
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Fig. 5     Extent of Recommendation
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Responses were analyzed for differences in perceptions related to age or gender. Due to the small sample size, it was difficult to identify any patterns. It did seem that the female respondents had a slightly more positive experience in the program than the males in general. A notably higher percentage of women than men rated the following subjects as a “4” or “5”:

· Creating positive organizational change (women 56%; men 13%);

· Political, economic, and social forces in government (women 81%; men 60%); and

· Budgetary process (women 40%; men 20%).

Qualitative Data Analysis

The alumni telephone survey included three open-ended questions. The 26 respondents provided descriptive detail of individual MPA experiences and personal critiques and suggestions for the MPA program.

Method: The responses to the open-ended questions 3, 4, and 5 were analyzed for emergent topics and categories using a constant comparison method. A computer word finder tool was used to sort the responses into initial categories. Category themes were established using interpretational analysis. Responses could be placed in multiple categories. Responses to each question were positioned according to the number of responses. (See Appendix 2 for complete response content)

Response summary: Question three asked participants to name additional skills, taught in the MPA program but not covered in the numerical responses, that they felt were important to their career. The four emergent categories were:

· Working with people: The importance of “people” skills was underscored in comments like “Working with people regardless of political view” and “Listening to and integrating different opinions and perspectives.” and “Group work was really important –have to do that in real life.”
· Professional Skills:  Skills in this category included those practiced by working professionals. MPA Graduates listed the habit of reading books and journal, negotiation skills, working under pressure, and “analytical skills – how to apply the analytical process.”

· Academic Ability: Additional academic topics that were important to the respondents’ careers included political content, critical analysis, organizational theory, seminar process and understanding diversity.

Question four asked what the program could have done to make it easier to complete the MPA degree. Responses were sorted into the following categories:

· “More” / “Better”: Comments included the need for “more evening hours of operation” for the bookstore, childcare and food service, more emphasis “on practical skills”, more diversity within the program content, “better preparation for presentations”, and a better mixture of “open and structured education.”

· “No changes”: Alumni comments included “Generally it was a pretty smooth process,” “They did a pretty good job” and “Pretty accommodating.”
· “Applications Project / Thesis”: Some graduates offered that the application project was difficult and required more time to complete. Others suggested greater curriculum emphasis on thesis preparation and writing.

· “Electives”: Graduates suggested more MPA electives and increased elective choices in the summer.

· “Faculty”: Graduates’ comments included suggestions for “better faculty communication with each other” and “better instructors.” 

Question five requested suggestions for improving the program. Emergent categories were:

· Program Content –“more”: Graduates suggested more program content involving quantitative methodology, practical skills, fiscal policy, current events, guest speakers, and increased opportunities for communication among students regarding professional challenges and experiences.
· “Faculty” / “Teacher[s]”: Respondents offered that the “quality of faculty each quarter varied,” and that “the faculty need to be in touch with the real world.” One suggested a need for “better planning by faculty.”

· Time: Suggestions included “better use of class time” and a “need to start on the final project earlier.”
· “Budget” / ”Fiscal”: Comments included the need for greater emphasis within the program on budget and fiscal policy.
· Student[s] / Student needs: Suggestions included “more student advising” and greater selectivity of students admitted into the program. Another graduate suggested the creation of a network between MPA alumni and students.

· Issues for Commuting Students: Comments included “Provide on-line chat option.”
· Organization: One graduate stated, “Very frustrating for mailing – sent out wrong mailings MES, MIT – organization must improve.”

· Diversity: One African-American graduate commented, “Move it to Tacoma on a rotating basis until Tacoma can have its own. Olympia has less diversity. Tacoma has more diversity.”

Analysis: The Qualitative data confirms the numerical finding that management, data analysis, and research skills were ranked low among subjects taught in the program. On the subject of research skills one graduate commented that [we were] “told to start a project without having a basis of understanding for beginning a research process.” Other comments included “Not fully prepared. None of us felt that we were instructed fully.”

Regarding the lack of instruction in practical management skills, a comment of note included “They don’t cover the nitty gritty of management skills, it’s more theory…Can get these skills elsewhere. South Puget Sound Community College (SPSCC) is teaching the CPM – Certification for Public Managers.”  The new CPM program, offered in Olympia, which teaches practical management skills for public administration may have relevance for future MPA curriculum planning, given that some graduates feel management and other practical skills were not underscored in their TESC graduate studies.

In addition, the qualitative data offers feedback and suggestions for change on topics that

were not discussed within the quantitative format. Recommendations emerged from the data into categories that include:

· The need to examine the quantity and availability of MPA electives;

· The need to examine instruction for and timing of applications project;

· Suggestions regarding the faculty; and

· Suggestions regarding the program content, including a greater emphasis on fiscal and budget issues, and practical skills.

The data included many comments of support for the MPA program. Comments could support the assertion made in the quantitative data that female respondents reported a slightly more positive experience with the MPA program than males. Women graduates offered enthusiastic comments like “I find it hard to say anything bad about the program, it was so great!” and “No changes – got such a fabulous education” and “I really loved the program.”

Conclusions 

     Due to the small sample size, it may be difficult to obtain any definitive outcome from this survey.   Responses did indicate that oral communication (73%) was the most important skill and program evaluation (15%) was the least important of the skills listed in the survey.   

Our results in this section support the findings of the King study. There were small variations in the importance that respondents assigned to the various skills, but all of the mean responses in the King survey were within one standard deviation of our findings.

Regarding the core components of the MPA program, the survey showed that alumni found the core component dealing with the political, economic, and social forces in government as being the best taught, and the collection/allocation of resources was the least well taught core component.

Overall, it may be an area of concern that the percentage of those finding the core classes to be well taught is so low. Further research regarding the experiences of MPA alumni towards the program’s core courses is warranted.  

     The qualitative analysis offers support for the quantitative findings while indicating a need for additional research. The qualitative data suggests that some alumni members would support efforts to review the accessibility of resources for evening students and examine elements of the curriculum design. 

     To further describe or attempt to define outcomes for the Evergreen MPA program would require further research.  Given the small sample, this survey should not be assumed to represent the alumni population; further research is recommended to guide program development and improvement.

Recommendations

Some of the challenges faced by the alumni research team should be addressed to better facilitate future research. If the Research Methods class were designed to allow group work and data collection to begin earlier, it would have contributed to a tighter research design and a higher response rate. In addition, we would encourage the Evergreen MPA program and staff to keep better records of alumni, including year of graduation and current contact information. 

Although our sample was small, the low level of satisfaction with the core courses and the low rate of recommendation are still an area of concern. The suggestions for improvement offered by respondents in the qualitative section should not be disregarded. Future research should build on the questions asked in this survey and use our findings as a point of comparison.

Future researchers might consider replacing alumni telephone surveys with email surveys, if current email addresses can be obtained. Further surveys should be conducted to determine whether our sample is representative of the population’s feelings about the program. Additional questions addressing the extent to which class components and topics should be increased or decreased in the class design (as in the USPA2000 survey of Old Dominion University), and the extent to which alumni feel the program contributed to their skills (as in the King survey), would provide further valuable information. Focus groups could provide more guidance for curriculum changes, if it is determined that curriculum adjustments are warranted. 
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Appendix 1 – The Survey Questionnaire

Appendix 2 –Qualitative Data sorted by Emergent Categories

Question # 3 by Categories

Were there other skills taught in the MPA program that you felt were important to your career?

Working with people/ Group process - 10 responses

Working as part of a team / Listening to and integrating different opinions and perspectives. / Group work was really important –have to do that in real life. / I took elective of conflict resolution – heightened my awareness of what everyone brings to the table. Extremely helpful.  /  How to deal with difficult people – as a manager it is important. /  Negotiation skills / Working with people regardless of political view / Group project / Group process important – have to do with life / Seminar process/

Professional skills - 9 responses

Reading level skills / Critical thinking skills. Acquiring the habit of reading books and journals of public administration. / The building of self-confidence / Listening to and integrating different opinions and perspectives /  Negotiation skills / Working under pressure / Analytical skills – how to apply the analytical process / Group process important – have to do with life / Understanding diversity, racism dynamics, systems thinking

Academic Ability – 8 responses

Political content / Political content / Historical / critical analysis of the justice of decisions made in the workplace / Organizational theory, especially from Machiovelli / Post moderism / Social justice theory / Seminar process / Understanding diversity, racism dynamics, systems thinking

“Nothing to add” – 7 responses

Question # 4 by Categories

Is there anything that the MPA program could have done to make it easier for you to complete your degree?

“More” / “Better” Suggestions for Improvements and Changes – 14 responses

The college needs to have more evening hours of operation for evening students – like admissions, bookstore, childcare and food service / More practice and less theory / More about state and federal processes / Did not do hands on. They don’t cover the nitty gritty of management skills, it’s more theory, which is fine. Can’t cover it all. Can get these skills elsewhere. South Puget Sound [College] is teaching the CPM – Certification for Public Managers / In second year staff could have been more diverse, it would have been helpful. One core class per instructor / More aggressive at recruiting more people of color and more working class / More electives in the summer / Open and structured education – better mix of the two / Better presentations – were often cramped for time / Offer better choice of electives / Better variety of electives during the summer / Better instructors / Better faculty communication with each other / Better preparation for what was to come – a lot of people dropped out /

“I can’t think of anything”/ no response – 7 responses

“No changes” – 6 responses

No changes – got such a fabulous education.- Appreciated different advisors in the long run. / Generally it was a pretty smooth process / They did a pretty good job. I completed on time / For me, to complete my degree was pretty easy / Really rigorous program. I really loved the program / Pretty accommodating
“Applications Project / Process / Thesis” – 4 responses
To leave it to each student’s choice whether he or she works with a group of fellow students or individually regarding the research project in each quarter of the core. / Application project was very hard, the last quarter was way too short to prepare and complete it / [Should] start thesis process earlier. More emphasis on writing thesis and the process / The research piece presented in pieces – pieces not necessarily presented in logical order. Told to start a project without having a basis of understanding for beginning a research process. Not fully prepared. None of us felt that we were instructed fully /

“Electives” – 4 responses

Offer better choice of electives / Better variety of electives during the summer / 

Getting electives out of the way / More electives in the summer / 

“Faculty” – 4 responses

Better faculty communication with each other / In second year staff could have been more diverse, it would have been helpful. One core class per instructor.  / Better instructors / Appreciated different advisors in the long run./

Question # 5 by Categories

What if any changes would you suggest for improving the MPA program?

Program Content – 14 responses

Stressing more on quantitative methodology or approach / More professional communications with other students about challenges and problems at work, and professional opportunities / More choices for MPA (not MES) MES program had a lot more elective choices than MPA / Include more information on practical management skills, such as personnel issues / Lack of traditional theory / [More about] how the legislative process works /[More about] what is beyond the MPA / Integrating statistics with research methods / More teaching for research skills / Broadening curriculum, more global and current events / [More] guest speakers / Need to shape up statistics / [More] Federalist Papers, Constitution, State Constitution / Improve multi-media presentations / Budget/Fiscal was only barely touched on. Should find a better way to fit this in./

“Faculty”/ “Teacher[s]” – 8 responses

Faculty was the most important part. Quality of faculty each quarter varied / Better planning by faculty. Better use of the short amount of class time / Rotate teachers more often. The people that have been there have been there forever. They should stay up on theory, but should focus more on practice / The faculty need to be on the same page. The faculty need to be in touch with the real world / More teaching for research skills /  One bad experience – teacher not good, should have listened to students / More student-advising may help some students / I know they have different faculty now so it would be different. I find it hard to say anything bad about the program, it was so great!  

Time – 6 responses
Better use of class time / Better presentations – were often cramped for time / Better planning by faculty. Better use of the short amount of class time / Can’t cram any more into the program / Letting people start on the final project earlier – during the first quarter of the 2nd year / Have a secure site (20 minutes) for group review / 

“Budget”/”Fiscal” – 4 responses

Budget/Fiscal was only barely touched on. Should find a better way to fit this in / Fiscal policy quarter  [should] have content that is specific to developing and implementing budgets on the departmental level rather than governmental level / The program should contain better teaching of fiscal policy / Need to look at he fiscal policy quarter – lacking numbers /

Student[s]/Student needs – 4 responses
Give more elective options to meet student needs and stressing the importance of electives to meet students’ needs / More student-advising may help some students / Been a little more selective of who [students] was in the program (many slowed it down and dropped out.) / College need to have network with alumni students and students in the classroom. One event to bring people together / 

“I can’t think of anything” – 2 responses
Issues for Commuting Students – 2 responses

Provide on-line chat option / Move it to Tacoma on a rotating basis until Tacoma can have its own. Olympia has less diversity. Tacoma has more diversity /

Organization – 2 responses

Very frustrating for mailing – sent out wrong mailings MES, MIT – organization must improve / Have a secure site (20 minutes) for group review/

Diversity – 1 response

Move it to Tacoma on a rotating basis until Tacoma can have its own. Olympia has less diversity. Tacoma has more diversity /

PAGE  
1

_1077366485.bin

